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Author's Notes: 
This is the short story that shouldn't have happened. 


| never watch reality TV shows but reading Terrér Crue's Instagram discussion about Jacket Potato (The 
Masked Singer UK 2023) the plot bunny launched. © 


So this one is for the Terrér Crue. Thank you, ladies. 


An extra huge thank you is due to the amazing @BneJovi, who found a way to make the guys end their video 
call before the next episode was aired and then beta-read for me too. Thanks J% 


Take It Off - Rumours 


Sunday 22nd January 2023 


Jon POV 
"What the fuck does that errant guitarist of yours think he's doing this time?" 


Jon froze. David sounded furious. This was not the conversation he had expected to be having when David had 
texted to request this Zoom conference call. He had thought it would simply be a pleasant chat and catch-up 
between bandmates, while his oldest friend boasted a little about his latest Broadway show having been licensed 
to be performed by smaller theatre companies, colleges and schools. He'd even been ready for a sales pitch 
asking them to advertise this fact among their friends and families. He did not expect to be attacked, in the 


opening sentence, especially not in what the others knew to be his sorest point. 


"What?" Jon played for time. Grabbing his phone and keeping his hands under the tabletop, out of sight of 
those watching him via the laptop camera, he quickly Googled Richie's name, expecting to find some 
controversial Twitter post or interview. Nothing. In fact, the social media feeds were almost suspiciously quiet, 


even by his ex-guitarists usual standard. 

That made Jon stop for a moment. Hadn't Richie posted something recently? Jon thought he remembered 
seeing a performance for the Nordoff Robbins charity in the UK and he was certain that there had been 
footage of a party in Hawaii. 


But there was nothing. He checked Richie's Instagram account next, only to find that it had been wiped with the 
exception of his post about Jeff Beck's passing. 


"You know..he's all over the fan sites!" David insisted. 

"Which sites?" Jon asked, trying to keep the eagerness out of his voice. 

David scoffed. "Don't play dumb with us. We know you've been talking to him recently.’ 

| haven't spoken to him in," Jon paused, thinking hard. He was shocked to realise just how long it had been 
since he'd last called Richie. Since they'd been duped into resuming communications, they had taken turns 
phoning one another every few weeks. Never a long call, just checking in, a quick chat. How had he not noticed 


the time passing without a word? “Actually, | guess it has been a couple of months." 


‘Oooh, trouble in paradise?" David sneered. "| thought you two were all over each other's lives now. | guess 


somebody has been keeping secrets again." 
Really, David," Tico said, his deep voice hinting at his displeasure. "That isn't helping." 


"At least they aren't slagging each other off in the press anymore," Hugh added. Their bassist had always 


maintained a neutral stance wherever Richie was involved. Tico too, to a certain extent, unlike David. 


"But that was entertaining. This is.just..." David screwed up his face and grunted. 

"What?" Jon exclaimed"What the fuck are you talking about, Lema?" 

"Don't pretend you don't know." 

"lim not pretending! | just DON'T KNOW." Jon's shout resulted in a sudden silence on the call. 

"Huh! You really don't?" David frowned. "He didn't tell you?" 

Jon was about ready to climb through his laptop screen and wrap his hands around David's neck. He forced 
himself to place the almost forgotten cell phone safely to one side, before resting his forearms on the desk in 
front of the laptop. Leaning in towards the screen he spoke slowly and deliberately, preventing the scream of 
frustration building within him from escaping. "Tell me what? | already said that we haven't spoken recently. 
I've no idea what you're going on about" 

"So why don't you put us all out of our misery and enlighten us, Lema?" Tico prompted. 

On-screen, David sat back in his chair with a shrug and simply said, "Masked Singer." 


"Masked what?" Jon queried, thinking he'd heard the keyboardist incorrectly. 


"The Masked Singer" Hugh said. "Come on Jon, you must've heard of it. A dozen celebrities dress up in 
costumes and sing, while a panel and the audience try to guess who they are." 


"What's the point in that?" Jon asked 


"IFs called fun, Boss. Look it up," Hugh chuckled. "Each week they give clues to help identify the celebs. At the 
end of each show, at least one is eliminated and they take off their mask so the audience and panel can see 


how close their guesses were." 


‘Its really popular, apparently,’ David added. "Once an episode has been shown, there are whole websites set up 


for viewers to discuss the performances and clues and to make suggestions as to their identities." 


"But what has that to do with Richie?" The band knew that Jon preferred to watch movies or sports rather 


than inane, mass-produced television shows. 
"According to the rumours, he's on the UK show right now," David smirked. 


"What rumours?" Jon queried. He really needed to get over his aversion to social media but after the past 
almost-decade, he did as much as he was obligated to, then shut the pages down. Out of sight, out of mind. 


"Give me a sec, I'll try rsfansworldwide on Instagram," Hugh said. "They're usually a reliable source of 


information. Let me have a look." 
"Even if it is him, he won't have told anyone?" Tico added, calmly. 


Jon, trying to process everything that Hugh and Lema were telling him, had almost forgotten that Tico was 
there. He'd blacked his screen for some reason so when it popped back to life, it startled him. "Why not?" 


"The contestants can't tell anyone that they're taking part.it's in their contract," Tico explained. "The whole 
series is filmed in secrecy and contestants are known only by their character names. They are collected in 
cars with blacked-out windows, never meet anyone outside their own small group of guards and have to wear 
hoodies or balaclavas unless they are in costume." 


"Bit like us sneaking in and out of gig venues back in the 10s," Jon commented. 


"Kinda..but they are really serious about this," Tico said, referring to Jon's first comment. "The contestants 


are never allowed to speak to anyone unless their voices are electronically disquised too." 
"So how do they sing?" Curiosity was starting to bite hard now. 

"They're mic'd inside their costume. Its the only time you hear their real voices." 

"You know a lot about the show, T," David smirked. "Are you a closet fan?" 


"Not me," Tico shrugged and laughed, "But Alejandra is. I've been forced to watch quite a few episodes and she 
explained the strict security and rules. | haven't seen any of this latest UK series though," he added. 


"So why are you so sure it's Richie?" 


"It sounds like him" David replied simply. "After thirty years of listening to the bastard, you just know," he 
sighed. 


"Well," Hugh said with precision timing. "I've just found a list of the clues so far. Let me share this screen" 


A few seconds later Jon was reading the clues about a character called Jacket Potato and the ways that 
evidence pointed to Richie. The Stars in the graphics, Woah in quotation marks, the heart and dagger icon on a 
copy of Romeo and Juliet, Wild Hogs, bad names. The more he read, the more convincing the pointers seemed to 
be. Certainly, the compiler of the list was extremely well-versed in Jovi history, finding meanings that he 


himself would never have thought of. 


Is it possible? Would Richie do this?" He mused aloud, without realising. Even in his wildest imagination, Jon 
couldn't believe Richie would be doing something like a TV game show. But then on the other hand... 


"It is and he has," David stated. "You know he always wanted to sing more, be the star..well now he is." 


"Really David?" Hugh snapped, switching off the shared screen and glaring at the camera. "Is this why you got 


us all here? Just to rehash old grievances?" 

‘It's true though. He saw a chance to get publicity and he took it 

"Like you haven't?" Tico mumbled almost under his breath. 

‘Maybe, maybe not, but this isn't the time to..," Hugh started before Jon interrupted. 
"We still don't know if it's him!" 


"Why don't you just show us, David?" Tico scoffed. "| bet you've got it cued up and ready to play, haven't 


you?" 
"Yeah..here you go," David shared his screen 


As Jon watched, a still picture of an absurdly dressed man in a huge costume of a baked potato appeared on 
the screen. From the large potato-shaped head, through the bright silver suit to the tiny-looking yellow gloves 
and huge, takeaway-container-shaped boots, not an inch of skin was left uncovered, giving no chance of 
identifying the occupant visually. The picture dissolved into a studio image, where the oddly proportioned figure 
stood alone at centre stage. 


The music began and Jon immediately recognised the unmistakable opening chords of Leonard Cohen's Hallelyah 
It was somewhat disconcerting not being the one preparing to sing, but the momentary discomfort was quickly 


overridden when he heard the, clearly male, voice. 


Jon shivered as smooth smoky tones, familiar and comforting, so long missing from his life, came through his 
speakers. Without deliberate thought Jon found himself moving forwards once more, leaning into the small 
laptop screen, watching every nuance of the body language, trying to determine if the figure in the ludicrous 


costume could be his missing brother. 


All too soon the video finished and Jon found himself once more staring at the faces of his current bandmates. 
Their expressions said more than words. David still looked pissed off, his long-term grudge in no way diminished 
by the passage of a few more years. Hugh nodded slowly, clearly impressed by what the had heard. Tico 
though, just looked thoughtful. 


"You know if that isn’t Richie," Tico intoned into the ensuing silence, "maybe, once he's unmasked, you should get 


in touch and see if you can hire him as a backing vocalist for the next tour!" 


"So? Whaddya think, Boss?" Hugh asked. "Is it Richie?" 


"The fuck if | know," Jon mumbled, his mind still whirring round and round. 

Maybe David was right; maybe Richie was keeping secrets from him again But on the other hand, deep down, 
it didn't really surprise Jon as much as it probably should. The Richie of their youth would have jumped at the 
chance to do something outrageous like that. The Richie that had existed before thirty years of Bon Jovi wore 


down that enthusiasm. 


"Well, maybe its time to sack your information gatherers, Jonny," David said. "You'd usually be all over this 
kinda shit where Sambora's involved" 


"And one day you're gonna let go of all that shit that you got bottled up," Tico sighed. He paused for a moment 
and then asked, "So whatcha gonna do, Jon? You gonna confront him about it? Does it jeopardise any plans for 
the 40th?" 

Jon, who let most of the bickering flow over him, sat back in his office chair with a sigh. If this had happened 
prior to 2013, he would have torn Richie a new one for belittling the band's name by association, without 
thinking twice. 

But..he no longer had that right and if there was something that he'd learned from their recent, behind-the- 
scenes reunion and his past errors, it was that Richie needed to do this for his own sense of self. To be seen 
as Richie Sambora and not just as Jon Bon Jovi's ex-guitarist and friend. 

And present-day Jon had finally learnt from his mistakes and was willing to give him that opportunity now. 
"No," he said, simply. "Let him have his fun.if it even is Rich." 

"Huh!" David huffed and sat back in his chair, clearly disappointed. 

"Nice one, Boss," Hugh added and Tico beamed from his corner of the screen 

"Now that that's settled," Jon said, suddenly wanting the video call to end. "Is there anything else? You'll be 
getting copies of the schedules soon, for all the anniversary stuff. So be prepared to get back to work. I'll talk 
to Phil later since he wasn't included in this call for whatever reason" 

"He's working, that's why | didn’t invite him," David explained. 

Jon knew he should've remembered that. He was sent an updated calendar of his bandmates' movements at 
the start of each month and revisions where necessary. It meant that if he was asked to appear at a short- 
notice event he could quickly check who was available before committing. 


‘lm outta here then," Tico said. "Catch ya later, guys." 


"See ya, T," he replied, as did David and Hugh, and watched the square go black. 


"Bye, Boss, David. Kelli sends her love," Hugh added, waved and closed his screen. 
"And then there were two," David said, before adding, "with the ghost of a third" 


"Just let it go, D..please," Jon sighed. "But thanks for bringing the show to my attention. I'll talk to you later, 
'kay?!" 


"Jonny, l." David started then stopped. He nodded to himself, then said, "Yeah, talk to you later, man" 


Once the screen finally went black Jon pulled up his email and found the YouTube links that David had sent 
them all. There were links to three solo performances by Jacket Potato, a group performance with four other 


contestants, the clue sections and even a brief appearance on some other reality show called Dancing on Ice. 


Deciding to have another look at the clues first, Jon opened Google and found a plethora of sites discussing 
potential identities for Jacket Potato. Most of the suggestions he had never heard of, but he guessed that 
they were UK TV stars of some description 


A few minutes later he had nailed it down to a couple of sites that seemed to agree with the fan page that 
Hugh had suggested. He even found a new clue referring to a kiss and the possible link to Richie's unsuccessful 


audition just prior to joining Bon Jovi. 


Reading complete, Jon opened up YouTube and watched each recording carefully, several times, trying to spot 
familiar mannerisms, but, confounded by the ungainly costume, even with his intimate knowledge of the subject, 


he still found himself uncertain. 


As the final video stopped Jon sat back in his seat to think A few seconds later he typed another query into 
Google. 


How do I watch the Masked Singer UK 2023 in the USA? 


He was pleased when he discovered that all he needed was a VPN to access ITVX, which he thought he already 
had. He vaguely remembered Matt trying to explain the whats and whys of its necessity to him, but all he had 


retained of that conversation was that it was there. 


Quickly he typed in the web address for ITVX and found the site, confirming that he could indeed view the 
programs. A further check confirmed the broadcast time of the next episode 7 pm UK. 


Doing a quick calculation, Jon picked up his phone and set himself a reminder for 2 pm on Saturday. 


Masked 


Author's Notes: 
Having heard the rumours, Jon finds himself watching the next broadcast of The Masked Singer UK 2023 


Note to self..Never, ever, take on another time-dependent story! 


Chapter two is finished and before the next episode broadcast, though I'm not quite sure how | managed it. 
Actually, | guess | do know. 


HUGE THANKS are due to the amazing @BneJovi, who took time out of her own busy writing schedule to get 


me started again when | stalled. It would never have been done within the time scale without her expert help. 
| also owe more thanks to @Bnevovi and also to @Tummalaulu. | didn't realise until | read the first chapter 
back that | had set this story in their Refurn fo Sender universe. | make open reference to that story in this 
chapter. Thanks to both of the Two Writers from a Betd 

hHps://www.rockfic.com/story/3546 1/| 


| think that there will be at least one more chapter but, depending on this week's result, | may or may not be 


fighting the clock to finish it. 


Take It Off - Masked 
Saturday 28th January 2023 
Jon POV 


Jon started as the tinny sounds of the generic alarm emanated from his cell phone. The reminder he'd set last 
week gave him I5 minutes’ notice to get online and open ITVX, but it had proven unnecessary. He'd found 
himself sitting in front of his laptop for the last hour, knowing it was stupid but unable to make himself walk 


away. 


On the screen in front of him was yet another replay of Jacket Potato singing Hallelujah. No matter how many 
times he watched it he came to the same conclusion. It sounded like Richie and, within the restrictions of the 
costume, it looked and moved like Richie. To quote the old abductive reasoning test, /f it looks like a duck, swims 
Ike a duck, and quacks like a duck, then it probably is a duck But there was no way to be completely certain.. 


until the mask came off. 


The replay came to an end. Closing down YouTube, Jon checked his VPN was working and opened the ITVX site. 


Now all he could do was wait. 


Jon leaned back in his chair and scanned the top of his desk, looking for anything that might provide a 
momentary distraction. He picked up a couple of stray pens and dropped them back into the pot where they 
belonged. He glanced at the lyrics he had been playing around with and winced; there appeared to be nothing 
even remotely useable. Tearing off the top sheet from his ever-present notepad, he wadded it into a ball and 
tossed it carelessly into the trash can beside his desk. 


Suddenly he stopped, remembering a similar occasion and lyrics that had also found themselves thrown away in 
disgust. Memories of the T-shirt that had become an unexpected catalyst flooded his mind. He smiled even as 
he recalled the carefully arranged set-up, that both he and Richie had walked into, and the ensuing awkward 
Zoom meeting. Matt and Ava had worked magic to pull that one off. But it had worked. 


That one painful conversation had led to more, each one longer and a bit less stilted than the last. Slowly, the 
defensive walls they had each built had come down and they were, once again, able to talk to one another as 
friends. 


To the relief of most of those around them, since that day there had been no more veiled references or 
barbed words in the press. Privately, the exception was David, who still seemed unable to let go of his anger 


at Richie. Not for the first time Jon wondered if perhaps there was more to that animosity than he knew. 


Opening the bottom drawer of his desk he lifted a couple of files. Hidden underneath he saw the now carefully 
folded grey cotton Pulling it out, he unfolded it and laid it open on his desk. The familiar text calmed him as he 
ran his hand over the front, ensuring that the words lay perfectly straight. 


lm sorry. 

| fake full responsibility 

for where our relationship is at. 
Í love you, 


and ld like to create a future 


where we can be friends again 


Without his conscious decision, this shirt had become a kind of talisman or good luck charm. He'd often found 
himself reading it before making a difficult decision, those simple words, full of hope for the future. Funnily 
enough, he'd regretted none of the choices he'd made when he'd done that. It was almost as if Richie had been 
there, reminding him how poor some of his previous decisions had been, which had helped prevent him from 


making similar mistakes. 


Despite what the T-shirt had unintentionally come to mean to Jon, neither he nor Richie had actually sent 
them to one another. The unknown sender remained anonymous, although Jon had a strong suspicion that Matt 
might know more than he had admitted. However, the outcome had been so positive that Jon had decided to 


ignore his brother's reticence to divulge any information. 


The screen in front of him came to life, as the broadcast began, startling Jon out of his retrospection 

The opening montage of chess pieces moving across the board sparkled a little interest and he wondered if the 
fact that the Jacket Potato piece was the closest to the centre of the board, had any importance to the pre- 
recorded overall outcome. Did it change each week? And was he interested enough to go back over previous 
episodes to check? No, not at this stage, anyway. 


"Knitting?!" Jon exclaimed into the empty room. "The fuck you make a costume outta knitting, for Christ sake?" 


The over-the-top voice-over was irritating but it also served to remind him why he would never usually 


watch this type of show. 


It was a slick production, Jon had to give them that, and it looked impressive as the host was escorted out 
onto the stage by some Secret Security-looking types. 


"Jonathon Ross..he should be able to recognise Rich," he muttered as the judges were introduced. Jon had had 
a few interviews with Jonathon over the decades, who seemed pleasant enough. "Rital" he huffed as they 
moved along the panel. He didn't recognise the other two and didn't really care to find out..yet. 


The host ran through the rules before the first contestant was introduced. "Theyre schmoking..it's Phoenix!" 


The voice wasn't bad, Jon thought, thorough he had no idea who it was and neither did he care. He was there 


for one voice, and one voice only. 


He managed to sit through the Jellyfish performance, again, with no clue to the person's identity and then the 
clue package for Otter. 


"That's a BAFTA," Jon said in surprise as the gold statue flicked across the screen 
"Hey, Dad." 


"Hey, Jess." Jon looked up at the sound of his son's voice as he passed the door to his office as the 


electronically-altered voice of the Otter continued talking. 

Jesse stopped, mid-stride, and did a doubletake through the doorway. "Umm..Dad, what are you watching?" he 
asked, stepping warily into the room as the character started into a Dolly Parton classic. "Is that the Masked 
Singer?! | didn't think the new season had started yet." 


"Is the UK version," Jon said and hastily stuffed the t-shirt back into the drawer as his eldest son drew 


closer. 


"Oh!" Jesse said, clearly confused. "Why? You don't usually watch this stuff. That's more Mom's kind of TV." 


"|..." Shit, Jon thought. Now what?! "l..er, | got bored" He tried not to end the sentence in a question. Jon hoped 
that Jesse would drop the subject and leave but, no such luck as he leaned on the back of Jon's chair. "What 


are you doing here? You don't live here any longer.” 


"Way to talk to your favourite son, old man," Jesse chuckled. "| had to drop something off for Jessie to Mom. 
Something for the wedding planning, | think. | didn't ask questions, | just do what I'm told" 


"| taught you well, Grasshopper," Jon nodded sagely. 


"Hmm," his son grunted. "So..why are you looking at the screen so intently, Dad? Are you suddenly really 


interested in this stuff?" 

The Otter had finished and the judges, for want of a better name for them, offered up seemingly wild guesses. 
The Otter was escorted off stage by their handler and the host pumped up the audience and judges with the 
run-down of the next act, Jacket Potato! before an ad break filled the screen 

"When will these infernal ads finish!?" Jon growled. He was so close to hearing whether or not David was right. 


"Dad! Spill it," Jesse said, reaching for the laptop screen to close it. 


"Don't!" he barked and smacked at Jesse's arm, instantly regretting his actions. "Shit..sorry, bub," Jon 
apologised, using Jesse's childhood nickname. 


"Skay," his son replied albeit a little warily. 

Jon sighed. He'd have to explain a little more now. "David called a zoom the other day, wholly and solely to tell 
us that the rumour going around is that one of these characters, Jacket Potato of all things, is Richie." There! 
He'd said it. 

‘Uncle Mookie?" Jesse exclaimed. "No fuckin’ way! Oh, this | gotta see..hear..whatever!" he said and knelt down 
beside Jon's chair, folding his arms on the edge of the desk as he used to as a kid. "They said the potato was 
up after the break, right?!" 

"Yeah," he agreed, "so a little shush, huh?!" 


"So..have you spoken to Uncle Mookie recently?" 


"Tried to," Jon said. "But he seems to be avoiding calls..understandably.” 


h truth, Jon had done more than just try. After David's impromptu meeting on Sunday, hed called Richie's home 
number a couple of times, only to get a generic answering machine message saying that there was no one available 
fo take the call and to please leave a message. 


On Monday he'd tried Richie's cell number, but once again got a generic message stating that he was out of the 
country and a request to call his agent if it was important. Somewhat irritated he'd sent a text message. 


Hey, Rich Nothing mportant. Just wanted fo catch up. 


By Tuesday, when there had been no reply, a frustrated Jon decided fo find out more about what Richie might be 
doing. A couple of hours on Google gave him his answers. If anything, Tico had been understating the security 
measures in place. Even Jon had to admit that the lengths that the producers went to in order to keep the 
identities secret were rather impressive. It made some of Bon Jovis security look almost fame in comparison. There 


were certainly a few ideas in there that he might be able to use in the future. 


Jon had learnt that the series had been filmed in October, during which time each competitor was isolated with a 
small number of guards and backstage staff Although there was a live audience for each show, it appeared that 
only a chosen few were present at each unmasking and, presumably, they had all signed very thorough NDAs. 


don recalled that Richie had performed at the Nordoff Robbins Charity Carol service in early December. At the 
time he'd thought his friend had probably been in London fo participate in that event, but now he found himself 
wondering if he had participated because he had already been there. 


All of which didnt entirely explain where Richie might be right now. 

On Weahesday, when he'd exhausted all the sites he could find on Google, Jon decided to text Richie again 

Hey, Rich Stil haven't heard from you Give me a call 

By Thursday, Jon was exasperated He guessed that Richie was indeed somewhere in the UK, especially after Jacket 
Potato's brief appearance on Dancing On Ice, which was currently in filming He supposed that it could have been 
anyone wearing the costume, but it certainly did appear to be the same person When there was still no word 
from his elusive friend he sent another text 


Come on Rich Where RU? Youre starting to worry me now. 


On Friday morning Jon was woken by the sound of a text message arriving Grabbing his phone he was relieved to 
see Richie's name pop up. 


Sorry, Jon Bit ted up with a project right now. HI call you in a couple of weeks when I get home. 


Jon sighed. It wasnt what he'd been hoping for, but at least it was a reply of sorts. Hed finally accepted that 


Richie was probably not in a position for a long chat but this lack of communication was reminding him paintully of 


the long years of silence broken only by snide exchanges in the press. Although they had worked their way past 


that, it was stil a relatively recent development, and the similarities were making Jon feel uncomfortable. 


As dawn broke on Saturday morning, Jon was already pacing around his office. Never had he been more grateful 
for the five-hour time difference between the UK and the East Coast It was bad enough waiting for the early 
afternoon broadcast but if he'd had to wait all day he'd have been a nervous wreck. Giving up pacing in favour of 
another coffee, Jon walked into the kitchen and started the coffee machine. While he was waiting he picked up his 
phone again and, affer a few minutes of thought, sent one final text. 


Rich If the rumours are true | understand you cant say anything And I know its far too late to help, but if I 
could.td wish you luck! 


The ad break finally finished and within seconds there on the screen was..a huge potato head atop a shiny 
silver suit. Beside him, Jon heard Jesse gasp, but his mind was fixed on the figure on the screen, watching for 
any familiar mannerisms or speech patterns. As the clip of the previous week played and Hallelujah filled the 


room he felt more than saw Jesse nod. 

"That is Uncle Mookie," Jesse murmured, "I'd bet on it." 

Jon didn't answer he was too busy watching for new clues as they came up. 

"You can find potatoes in practically every country on this planet." 

Bon Jovi had certainly conquered most of the world so that was true. 

Behind the figure, there was a fundraising display with the marker set to 50. Before Jon could open his mouth, 
Jonathon Ross shouted out, halfway there; and, beside him, Jon heard Jesse respond, ‘Living on a prayer." He 


glanced across and their eyes met as they both nodded. 


‘And even though they're are a humble vegetable, everyone all over the world knows them." 
"Well, we might not speak the same language, but being a potato means you can still communicate. Trust me, that's 


pretty special." 


Well, those clues were vague enough, but could again be a reference to Richie's writing and touring days with 


Bon Jovi. 


The next image was a kids’ slip and slide, but with the water supply Out of Order: "Dry County," Jon mused 
just as Jesse said, "Slippery When Wet" Jon nodded his agreement. 


‘lm wrapped in foil and | know what its like to be the foil But will | foil you?" 


"Foil - Sidekick," Jesse thought aloud. "What?" he asked at Jon's withering look. "You know he was just that for 
you." 


The clue song started and for a moment the figure on the screen appeared to be playing along with the guitar 


intro. 
"Smooth..Carlos Santana," Jon said more to himself. "Guitarist, singer, songwriter... 


"You know who else you just described? Oh man, that note's a bit too low for him," Jesse added as the vocals 


started. 


Yeah, Jon thought it was too, but once the second stanza began and the vocal really opened up, Richie's 


unmistakable tones filled the room. 


"I think its somebody who was..like..in a band when they were younger or something." 
‘ts ike a rockstar, baby." 


Jon snorted at the comments from the two female panellists and shook his head. /f only they knew he thought 
to himself though, in Rita's case, it was more likely to have been her mother who would've had Bon Jovi 


posters on her bedroom wall. 


The performance came to an end and Jon waited to see what would be said. On-screen, they watched as the 
presenter, who Jon did not recognise, stood beside Jacket Potato for the comments, only to be goosed by the 


Masked Man. 


"Well, that's not the first time he's done that," Jesse laughed as the panel commented on it. Something 
shivered viscerally through Jon It had been many years since he'd been on the receiving end of that action 


from Richie, but clearly, his body still remembered the sensation..and the promise of more to follow. 


The comments from the panellists varied from strange to ridiculous. The older woman, Davina, suggested a 
fundraising, sidekick, then went for Ade Edmondson. Mo went with the bake part of the clues and chose Bake 
Off host, Matt Lucas. Rita noted that there has been a lot of life lived in that voice, then suggested singer and 


movie star, Jack Black Jon smiled, certain that Richie would love that guess, which at least made some sense. 
Jonathan Ross was the most interesting though. Despite having clearly said halfway there when viewing the 
clues he fudged around, changing his wording to half of a double act. He then mentioned being unable to turn 
on the tap, and a big hit Wak on Water, finally guessing Ozzy Osbourne. 


"Huh?" Jon spoke trying to follow the convoluted logic, "How did he get there?" 


"He's being evasive," Jesse shrugged. "Didn't you notice how uncomfortable he looked? He was looking at the 


tabletop not the camera for most of the time. My guess is he knows exactly who it is.” 


"Then why not say so?" Jon asked. 

"The idea of the show is to keep the audience guessing, social media buzzing and hence the viewers coming 
back for more every week," Jesse explained. "If they announced the real names immediately, it would be a very 
short series." 


"True, but | wonder what happens if one of them happens to hit on the real name?" Jon mused. 


"| dunno, but | expect they are quietly told and warned to come up with someone different before the next 


episode." 

‘Hey, there's only room for one Jack in this competition and that's Jack Potato." 

"What did he mean by that?" Jon wondered aloud. 

"Quite possibly nothing," Jesse said. "Some of the clues are designed to be totally misleading." 
"Hmm," he grunted, noncommittedly. 

"How many more acts to go?" 


"Four," Jon replied a little too quickly. He knew the wait was going to be interminable, at least for him. "Not 
sure what happens at the end though." 


Jesse pushed up into a standing position. "I think the audience gets to vote to save, leaving the bottom two for 
the judges to decide,’ his son explained. "I'm gonna get a drink. You want anything?" 


"Yeah, get me a Red Bull will ya, bub?" He didn't want any more coffee but needed the kick that the caffeine 
would bring him. And he just didn't feel like wine. 


"Kay," Jesse nodded and left. 


“Thanks, Jess," Jon mumbled as his mind grappled to hang onto the song that was just played. He didn't know 
about the audience, or anyone else, but he was convinced. There was no mistaking Richie's smoky blues tone. 


Jon toed open the drawer in which he'd hastily thrown the crumpled T-shirt, and looked at it once again 


Such a simple piece of cloth, yet it and its partner had changed so much in the last couple of years. Jon found 
himself wondering how he would be viewing these current events if he and Richie hadn't reconciled to some 


extent. If he was honest with himself, he didn't really like the answer. 


Pushing away those thoughts, he took the shirt out of the drawer and folded it carefully once more before 


returning it to its usual resting place. 


"So, Dad," Jesse's voice came from the hallway, just as Jon closed the drawer again, "what other clues have 
they given? You said Uncle D told you about it?" His son walked into the room carrying two sodas, handing one 
to Jon 


Jon huffed in amusement. "Yeah, Lema told us..but he didn't tell us why he'd been watching it. | can't 
remember all of the clues off the top of my head." 


Jon knew that part was the biggest fib he'd told his son since admitting that Santa, the Easter Bunny and the 


Tooth Fairy may or may not have been himself and his mother about ten years back. 

"Gimme then," Jesse said, reaching for Jon's laptop, "I'll google them." 

"Use your phone," Jon grumbled, resisting the urge to swat at his son again. "Or wait until the show is finished. 
| don't want to-," Jon caught himself wanting to say that he didn't want to miss Richie being unmasked, if he 
was voted out, but changed it to, "The ad break is almost over," he offered, pointing to the screen 

They waited through the remaining acts whilst Jesse searched the internet for the clues as he had done and 
made similar comments about them. "Who's this Shane Ritchie guy they're all saying it is?" he asked at one 
stage. Jon just shrugged distractedly. 

"No idea." 

Another interminable ad break ended with yet another advert for the show's sponsors Oh the Beach Jon found 
himself wondering if the company actually sold more after this blitz of airtime, or if viewers were so fed up 
hearing the name that they'd never buy from them again. He knew it would be the latter in his case. 

At last, the remaining eight competitors were lined up on stage. 

"So, what happens now?" Jon wondered aloud. 

"They call the six names of those who are safe, leaving two. Then the judges decide on one more to keep whilst 
the other is unmasked," Jesse replied at Jon's raised eyebrow. "What? | looked it up after finding the clues," he 
explained. 

"The results are in| can reveal, in no particular order, the Masked Singers going through to next week are..." 

"How long do they drag this out?" Jon growled as the presenter paused, deliberately heightening the tension 


"Fawn." 


Jesse laughed as the obviously female competitor celebrated. "I hate to tell you this, but | think the UK 
broadcasters learnt that trick from the US ones." 


"Rhino." 

"Have you noticed how small Potato's hands look?" Jesse said rather incongruously, indicating the screen. 
"Phoenix." 

"What?" Jon asked, distractedly, most of his attention still on the screen in front of him. 

"Knitting." 


"Look at them." Jesse insisted, pointing again "All the other costumes have gloves that make their hands look 
kinda in proportion to their bodies. Potato's just wearing what look like yellow rubber gloves." 


"Jellyfish." 

"His hands look tiny compared to the rest of his costume. | wonder why!" Jesse added 
"The final act definitely safe is." 

"Not now, Jesse?" Jon snapped as he waited for the last name to be announced, 
"OHer" 


"Shit," Jon swore under his breath, ignoring the presenter now the decision had been announced. "Last two 


again." 


"He's survived two previous judges’ decisions," Jesse said, calmly. "And he's up against Pigeon, who is definitely 


not in the same class vocally." 


"Yeah," Jon sighed as those acts that were safe were leaving the stage. "We know Jonathon Ross will vote for 


him, and | think that Davina woman will too. She certainly seemed to like his singing." 
"So hopefully age outranks beauty in a split decision," Jesse said. 


“Actually, I'm not sure what | want to happen," Jon admitted quietly as the panel moved together to discuss 


their choice. 
"Don't you want him to stay in," Jesse questioned. 


"Part of me does, yes," Jon agreed. "But there is a small part of me that wants him unmasked right now..so | 


know one way or the other.” 


"| get that," Jesse nodded. "Here we go." 


"The Masked Singer that we would like to save is." 


"Come on," Jon half whispered, only to growl in frustration when the music reached its peak and the older 


woman burst into laughter with no name forthcoming. "Stupid..." 


‘Davina you've got to be serious. You're trying to decide between a pigeon or a jacket potato. Lets get serious 


Davina." 

"She's getting paid to drag it out," Jesse laughed as Davina started again 

‘tf is." The music rose to its peak again, "Jacket Potato!" 

"Yes!" Jesse whooped. 

Jon sat back, only now the suspense was over realising how fast his heart was pounding. Damn it, those tricks 
still worked on him, even when he knew exactly what they were doing. Using an old stage technique, Jon started 
deliberately slowing his breathing and hence his heart rate. By the time he'd got it back into his normal range 
the cries of Take It Off had risen to a crescendo and Pigeon was removing her mask. 


‘ts comedian and actress, Katherine Ryan." 


"Who?" Jon and Jesse said looking at each other as the presenters talked to the obviously well-known British 


star. 
"British comedian, | guess," Jesse shrugged "The audience seems to know her well." 


Jon watched, more interested in what the clues had meant than he wanted to admit. It was possible that they 
might give him some insight into how the minds of those writing the clues worked. 


"Oh wow, she's pregnant?!" Jesse commented in surprise. "I guess that costume hid it welll". 


"Much respect then," Jon replied. "It's hard enough singing in anything like that costume, but to think of being 


as big as your Mom was when she was carrying you.." Jon shuddered. 


"Wonder what her daughter is saying about now?" Jon mused as Katherine explained that she hadn't told her 
she was taking part and that they would be watching the broadcast together. 


| bet she'll film that reaction," Jesse commented. "| would..and itll be up on social media soon enough." 


The two men lapsed into silence; the program effectively over for them, but somehow unable to turn it off. 


That was until they saw the trailer for Next Time. After the announcement of a new panellist and the double 


elimination, there, in a brief flash, described as a Masked Singer world first, was Jacket Potato, clearly playing a 
guitar! 


Of course, Rich had to get that in somewhere, Jon thought to himself. s when he's most comfortable..with a 
guitar in his hands 


Jon knew Jesse was thinking exactly the same as he was. Eventually, as the playback reached an end, Jesse 


spoke, "I guess we know why he wasn't wearing big gloves now! So, Dad..?" 


"Same time, same place, next week," Jon nodded. 


Chapter 3 - Allusions 


Author's Notes: 
Richie went and got through to the semi-finals..so there will be at least one more week of this story to come. 
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Take It Off - Allusions 
Saturday 4th February 2023 
Jon POV 


"Yo! Dad, are you there?" Jesse's voice pulled Jon out of his introspection 
"In the kitchen, Jesse," he called. He put down the wine glass he'd been idly swirling one-handed. 


"Didn't expect you to be in here," his son commented as he walked in. "I thought you'd be hiding in your office, 
staring at your laptop again by now." 


"Not quite," Jon laughed, pointing to his phone, which lay on the table beside his glass. "I've been reading the 
latest updates." 


"Anything new?" 


‘Not really," Jon shrugged, "unless you count Richie being photographed attending the MusiCares Person of the 
Year event, honouring Berry Gordy and Smokey Robinson. Last night , at the Los Angeles Convention Centre," he 


emphasised. 

"I thought he was staying incommunicado," Jesse said, sounding surprised. 

"So did |," Jon agreed. "He's certainly not answering my messages.” Jon knew that..he'd tried, again 
unsuccessfully, to contact Richie a couple of times during the week, although he hadn't really expected a 


response to his text messages. 


Ím convinced Id say Im proud of you but that sounds a bit lke Im trying to steal your limelight. So HI just say 
this.. You sound great! 


Despite all the years of bitter silence that had passed between them and the somewhat irregular frequency of 
their current contact arrangements, he was surprised how much he missed their conversation now that it had 
been regained. 


| hope you know | never thought of you as just a sidekick, then or now. Cant wait fo see your world first. 


If he was honest it had hurt to be effectively ignored, especially now that those pictures of Richie on the red 
carpet last night had been posted. 


"Perhaps this was something he'd already booked before signing up to do Masked Singer," Jesse suggested, 
helping himself to a glass from Jon's open bottle of wine. "He may have had it written into his contract that 
he could still attend." 

"Maybe," Jon shrugged, letting that possibility soothe a little of his hurt spirit. 

"Shall we move this to your office?" 


"Actually, | thought we'd watch on the big screen," Jon said, picking up his wine glass and leading the way. 


"What about, Mom?" Jesse asked, warily. "I thought you were the one who wanted to keep this our dirty little 


secret . What if she walks in?" 
"She won't," Jon reassured his son. "She's going to be out all day. | made sure of that” 
"Where is she?" 


"Same place your fiance and her Mom are," Jon smiled. "I might have suggested that it would be a good idea 


for all the female members of the wedding party to spend some time getting to know each other." 


"You mean, the short notice spa day that Jesse went on." 


"Was something that | suggested and your Mom arranged," Jon confirmed. "I insisted on paying for the ultimate 
day for all of them. They won't be leaving the hotel before late afternoon 


"By which time we will have finished watching," Jesse laughed. "I guess | should've known that you would never 


allow yourself to be caught watching realty TV " 

| do have a reputation to uphold," Jon said grandly, placing his hand over his heart. 

"Yeah, we know all about your reputation, Captain Kidd ..and that of your former sidekick , the King of Swing." 
Jon stopped dead at the old names. 

"What?!" his son asked as Jon sent him a stink-eyed look. "You don't think we know those stories? They've 
appeared in several books and countless old magazine articles, and l'm willing to bet that they're not the 
worst." 

"We were young," Jon mumbled, "and dumb." 


"And drunk.and high!" 


"Not high," he snapped back quickly, almost immediately regretting his tone. Softening it he continued, "At least, 


not in my case." 
"But you did drink..too much." 


"True," Jon sighed. "Though you'd never have seen us chugging bottles of Jack Daniels on stage," he said, 


referring to his frienemies in Motley Crue. 


"So lets go watch and see what your infamous sidekick is doing this time," Jesse said, letting the subject rest 


for the moment. 


The next few minutes were spent moving rooms, setting up the screen and VPN and logging into ITVX. There 
was no conversation None was needed. Both men could feel the anticipation increasing until the screen finally 


came to life as the broadcast started. 


"Oh, that's different,” Jon commented as the remaining contestants were shown walking through what looked 
like a huge maze of glass and mirrors, "..but very effective." He had to admit that it looked impressive and it 


wouldve made a great music video, or might just possibly do so in the future. 


"Yeah, | bet they filmed them all separately too, but it looks like they were all there together," Jesse agreed 


as the list of surviving contestants appeared on the screen. “Seven Masked celebrities take to the stage. Fawn, 


Knitting, Otter, Jellyfish, Rhino, Jacket Potato, Phoenix." 

"Is that the running order, do you think?" Jesse asked. 

"| guess so," Jon nodded. "Looks like we have a while to wait," and worry , he added silently. 

‘Plus Steven Mulhern joins the panel." 

The screen was filled with an image of another man Jon hadn't seen before. "Who's that?" Jon asked. 
"According to Twitter, he's a British TV presenter, magician and comedian," Jesse read from his phone screen 
‘And its a double elimination." 

"We already know that," Jon grumbled. 

"A Masked Singer world first" 

"We know that too," Jon growled. "Get on with it!" The prelims seemed to drag on forever as the host, Joel 
Dommett, had his few moments in the spotlight before introducing the panel. Eventually, he moved on to 
explain the format for the evening. 

"Affer all seven acts have performed, the studio audience will vote for their favourites. The four with the most 
votes will make it through to next week's semifinal. The remaining characters will go into the bottom three and two 
of them will be unmasked." 

"So there's only one vote then," Jesse said. 


"Yeah," Jon nodded. "If he's in the bottom three again he's gonna need the panel's support." 


"Well, we know he's going to perform the world first ," Jesse shrugged. "And from what we've seen of their 


reactions they were pretty impressed." 
"Hopefully the audience will be too, and he won't need to be saved by the panel," Jon said 


The next thirty minutes seemed to take forever while they were happening, but later Jon would remember 
little about them. He would not really register the new clue generator that led to one final clue for the panel. 
Nor would he be able to recall his conversations with Jesse about each of the first five acts. His mind was 
already focused on the much-anticipated performance, almost to the exclusion of anything else. It came almost 


as a surprise to Jon when he realised that Joel was introducing Jacket Potato. 


‘Lets get some more clues Theyre a well-foiled machine.. Jacket Potato." 


"Finally," Jon said as the screen showed a clip of the previous week's performance. 

‘Last time | was real smooth when | sang Smooth. The panel's guesses are stil all over the place." 
"You're telling mel" Jon said as the clip of the previous guesses played back. "Ozzy? Really?" 

‘Let me fell you about a potato called Jack Yes, me. Jack, Jacket Potato, 

| ain't no angel, ve been around the block." 

"You're telling me," Jon commented. "That looks like a ‘70s disco and what's with all the ticker tape? 
"No idea," Jesse shook his head. 

‘ve forgotten more than you know." 

"Drugs will do that," slipped out before Jon realised. 

"Dadl" Jesse scowled. "| thought you two had agreed to let the past go." 


"Hmmm," Jon looked at his son rather sheepishly, then deliberately distracted his attention by asking, "So 
what's that? A target? Bullseye? Circles?" 


"The Circle maybe?" Jesse offered. "But why the numbers..I,5,0?" 

Jon just shrugged. He had no idea, but he knew that someone out there in the fandom would work that out and 
post it on social media within minutes of the broadcast. He watched the screen as a man walked in front of 
Jacket Potato holding up something. A light meter maybe? He wasn't sure. 


‘Im always felling tales, sort of, but that is what you know me for the most." 


"Oooh, there's his Harley," Jesse said as a plastic toy filled the screen accompanied by the sounds of a 


motorcycle engine revving and the voice of Tom Cochrane singing, the very appropriate, Life is a Highway. 
‘And my stories have a special way of becoming other people's stories." 
Yeah, mine ran through Jon's mind but he sensibly didn't voice the errant thought. 


"What's with the spray can?" Jesse asked just as the labelling became visible. "POLISH? Why polish? Oh, | get it. 
It's not polish, it's Po lish..ch, that one's good." 


"Yeah," Jon agreed as the background music changed to More Than A Feeling by Boston. 


"I got very special recognition for my tales and that meant a lot to me. But there's also nothing like seeing 80,000 
people, in one place, enjoying your words Now that is a great feeling" 


It was," Jon sighed, the regret evident in his tone. "Not so much these days." 
"You know what you need to do about that," Jesse said softly. 


Looking at his son, Jon saw the understanding in his eyes. He nodded silently before returning his attention to 


the screen. 
‘He must've sold out some big arenas," Rita decided. 
"Not just arenas, Rita" Jesse laughed, "Stadiums!" 


The next clip showed Jacket Potato sitting on the back of a van next to what looked like a spare tyre wrapped 
in foil, with a stylised potato face on it. "What's that about?" Jon asked. 


"Dunno," Jesse said. "Spare? Reserve? Extra’... 

"Fallback. Back-up?" 

"Back-up..backing. Backing singer, maybe?" Jesse hazarded. 

Possibly, but its a stretch," Jon replied 

"Tonight Im going to be potatotally awesome." 

Was there ever any doubt? Jon thought to himself as the screen showed Jacket Potato standing centre stage, 


between two fully costumed backing singers, with the old-gold coloured telecaster they had seen in the trailer 


firmly slung around him. 

‘Oh what? What? He's got a guitar!" Rita pointed at the stage as Davina looked shocked. 
"He's actually gonna play it?" the quest panellist, Steven, added. 

He's not only gonna play it.he's gonna knock you all dead , Jon thought to himself. 


Jacket Potato gave a visual cue to the band, then launched into Lindsey Buckingham's unmistakable guitar intro 


and vocals. 


"Go Your Own Way," Jesse nodded. "Good choice. Very appropriate," he added, laughing at the stink eye Jon 
found himself throwing before he realised it. "Well, it is! Though perhaps you should be the one singing it” 


Jon glared again, though it lacked any fire, but said nothing before turning his full attention back to the screen 
He had to admit the song did fit Richie's smoky tones perfectly and he couldn't wait to hear how his friend 
would manage to play in full costume. 

‘Listen!" Davina was already on her feet. 

Jon watched, heart in his mouth, as first Jonathon Ross, then Steven and most of the audience stood up too. 
‘tts a rocker!" Davina stated. 

By the time Jacket reached the solo, every member of the panel was standing and dancing along with the rest 
of the audience. Jon nodded along, noting how he was integrating parts of Buckingham's original solo with some 
definitely Sambora-style touches. 

"Wow," the, until now, apparently speechless Mo said. 

"He's ripping it," Rita added. 


"Go on Jacket," Steven cheered him on. 


"Hey look," Jesse said suddenly, pointing at the screen as the camera panned in to show a close-up of Richie's 


guitar. "Those gloves have been cut off..and his fingers are painted!" 


Jon looked closely and could clearly see the fingernails of Richie's yellow-stained hands. "Well, that makes 


sense," he said. "Playing in gloves is almost impossible." 
"| wonder how long it took him to wash all that colour off," Jesse mused. 


A pang of melancholic nostalgia flooded Jon, as the performance came to an end and he heard the unmistakable 
style of his long-missed partner in the singing of the final word. He swallowed against the lump that had 
unexpectedly appeared in his throat and turned his attention back to the screen where Jacket Potato had made 
his way to stand with Joel to wait for the panel's comments. Jon wondered just how he must be feeling after 
his previous three performances had ended with him voted into the bottom two or three. 


‘Give it up for Jacket Potato everybody. Well, that is a Masked Singer world first! Ladies and gentlemen" 


As if he'd heard Jon's musings, Jacket Potato started noodling on his guitar, a nervous habit shared by many 
guitarists. Jon had occasionally seen Richie doing exactly that backstage, just before they went on stage at a 
big gig, at times wishing he'd had a guitar in his hands to do the same thing. For a moment he thought he 


recognised one of Richie's more frequently used patterns. 


Jon found himself fidgeting through the panel's comments. 


"That was epic," Davina enthused. '! mean the energy you were giving off. It was so electrifying You are an 
amazingly accomplished musician | was listening to the fone of your voice and | thought what about Elvis Costello? 
He's such a huge performer but also the stories become other people's stories..songs that he's written have been 
performed by hundreds of artists around the world" 


"That's actually not a bad guess," Jon said. "Wrong continent, but they do have many similarities." 


"Yeah, | think Uncle Mookie will like that one," Jesse nodded his agreement as Joel introduced the next panellist, 
Mo. 


"That was so fun, man And | love guitar music. And Ive noticed, he's got the glasses, kinda like funny and stuf f..and 
| dont know if he can play guitar, but | thought possibly Vic Reeves." 


"Vic Reeves can play guitar," Jonathan interjected 

"Well, then Im going for Vic Reeves," Mo finished. 

"Ive seen Vic play," Jon commented, "but he's not up to Richie's standard” 
"Not many are," Jesse agreed. 


"This person was always playing in my household growing up," Rita started. "He also is an amazing guitar player 
himself and an amazing songwriter. Overall just legend Im going to say, Eric Clapton." 


"Oh, he's gonna /ove that one," Jesse said. 

"Fuck yes!" Jon agreed. "There's nothing like being mistaken for one of your heroes." 
"Eric Clapton? Dressing as a potato?" Jonathan asked incredulously. 

"You don't know," Rita replied. 

"You don't, but we do," Jesse sing-songed at the screen 


Steven was up next. "Im gonna put my neck on the line here. Shaun Williamson, right, who played Barry in 
Eastenders. He can sing..he can play..he also writes" 


"What the fuck?" Jon stormed. "An actor? How many actors do you know who can play like that?" 
"Only Johnny Depp," Jesse replied, as Jonathon started to speak 


"l was thinking, this is quite strange, someone who was in a punk band..who started off as the bass player, then 
became the guitarist. | dont know if he can sing as well as you. It could be Captain Sensible..from The Damned" 


The two watching men looked at each other and burst into laughter as Jonathon continued, ‘Hl be honest with 
you, | think of all the people in this competition now, youre the person | have the least clue who you are." 


“Speaking of clues," Rita interrupted, "can we get one?" 
"Ross has to be talking bullshit..doesn't he?" Jesse asked, looking at Jon 


‘| was sure he'd got at least as far as the right band when he said halfway there," Jon said, watching Mo pull 
the lever. "EULC, what the fuck is that?" 


"It's clue spelt backwards," Jesse said while Joel made the same explanation to the panel. What followed was an 


unintelligible couple of seconds of Jacket's distorted voice playing backwards. 
"How is that supposed to help?" Jon complained. 


"| guess it isn't," Jesse replied when it became clear the panel had gotten no leads from it either and made 


another wild guess of Craig David. 


Jacket Potato left the stage with a final observation "The panel are really going their own way with those 
guesses, their brains must be all mashed up!" 


"That's the truest thing that's been said all night.” Jesse laughed. 


"Agreed," Jon nodded, "but | don't think he'll be unhappy being misidentified as Costello or Clapton. | know | 


wouldn't." 


The two men fell silent again, each lost in their own thoughts as the clues for the last character, Phoerix, 


aired. 

"You have to be joking," Jesse laughed as the introduction to /ts Not Unusual by Tom Jones started. 

"Yeah," Jon agreed. "Not exactly what | pictured a Phoenix singing.’ 

"So what did you picture a Phoenix singing then? Arthur Brown's Fire?" Jesse asked, causing another round of 
laughter, which Jon recognised for what it was..a relief valve for the almost unbearable tension that had been 


building up. 


"He's good though," Jon added once the laughter died down before lapsing into another slightly uncomfortable 
silence that lasted through the next ad break. 


"Welcome back to the Masked Singer. So after seven magnificent performances, its time for our studio audiences 


fo vote for their favourite. The four acts with the most votes will be sate. The remaining characters will form the 


bottom three..and two will be unmasked" 
"So this is it then," Jon spoke. 


"Look at how they are standing," Jesse said. "The last time they had the two who were at risk standing 
together." 


"Huh," Jon replied "Aren't they just standing in the order they sang?" 


"Maybe," Jesse admitted. "But it could be a sign. Jacket is standing between Jellyfish and Phoenix and | don't 
think either of them is going to go out tonight." 


| agree and | think Otter, who's at the other end, is probably the most at risk. Let's hope it's a good sign" 


The brief clips of the performances flashed up while the audience voted. Jon noted that they showed more of 
Jacket playing guitar than singing, but then again, it was the most shocking and memorable part. 


Eventually, the wait was over and Joel began speaking again. "The results are n.l can reveal that, in no particular 


order, the Masked Singers definitely through to next week's semi-final are.." 
Unconsciously, Jon leant forward in his seat, heart racing. 
"Jellyfish." 


"Come on, come on," he heard Jesse murmur. Looking across he realised that both he and his son had adopted 


similar poses, staring at the screen as if their intense attention could influence the result. 

"Rhino." 

"Damn it," he found himself saying. 

"Jacket Potato." 

"YES! HE DID IT!" Jesse yelled jumping up and cheering as the screen showed a shot of Jacket Potato 
acknowledging the audience. Before he knew it, Jon was also standing and hugging Jesse, the rest of the 
audience-vote result forgotten in their excitement. By the time he turned back to the screen the characters 
who were safe were already leaving the stage. 

‘Congratulations we will see you all in the semi-final" 


"Who else went through?" Jon asked. 


"Not sure," Jesse replied, "but Knitting, Fawn and Otter are still there so it must've been Phoenix." 


"That makes sense," Jon said. "I think Phoenix or Jellyfish are the most likely to win in the end" 

"You're not backing Jacket?" Jesse laughed. 

"Realistically, no," Jon started to explain. "I think his voice is a little too bluesy for the modern UK taste but... 
He was interrupted by his phone ringing. Cursing Jon reached for it to check the caller id. If it was Dot he'd 
need to pick up but anyone else he'd probably just reject. Surprised to see Tico's name, he lowered the volume 
on the TV a little and took the call. 

"Hey Tico," he said. "What's up?" 


"Did you see?" Tico's unusually excited voice blasted Jon's ear and he quickly moved the phone away, hitting 
the speaker button to allow Jesse to hear too. 


"Did you see him? Are you watching?" 


This couldn't be his usually mellow drummer acting like an excited toddler, could it?! Jon and Jesse looked at 


each other in confusion as the show continued on the screen behind them. 
"lcan reveal the celebrity who received the fewest votes and will be removing their mask right now is Knitting" 


"What..2" Jon hesitated, almost certain he knew what his friend was talking about but not wanting to show his 


hand on the off chance he was wrong. 
"RICHIE!" Tico bellowed loud enough to make even Jesse wince. 


"Geesh, Teek, there's no need to yell," Jon laughed. Despite knowing he was probably about to get called out 


himself, he couldn't help being amused at the still-present excitement in Tico's voice. 
"Take It OFF. Take H OFF." 


"You did. You saw him..didn't you?" Tico queried in his more usual gruff-sounding voice. "You're watching right 


now. | can hear the TV in the background" 
"Take It OFF. Take H OFF" 


"Yeah, we saw him," Jon reluctantly acknowledged as the cheers in the background rose to a peak and he 


turned around to see the unmasking. 
‘Its Claire Richards from Steps!" 


"We?" Tico pulled Jon's attention back to the call. 


"Jesse's here too," Jon explained. 


"Hi Teek," Jesse turned his attention to the conversation as the final interview with the popular female vocalist 


continued. 

"Hey kid," Tico said. "You been keeping that old man of yours in check?" 
‘OF course!" 

"Hey! Who are you calling old, old man ?" Jon laughed. 


"Well, you sound happier than | expected," Tico commented, returning to the previous conversation. "I half 


expected I'd be talking you down from the ceiling about now." 
"Been there, done that," Jon sighed. "Didn't find it very productive." 
"Ah, listen to you," Tico intoned seriously, "All grown up..finally." 


"Teek!" Jon growled. Jesse burst into laughter again as, unnoticed on the screen behind them, Claire Richards 


was singing for the last time. 
"So, did you listen to the backwards clue?" Tico asked. 
"The fuck?!" Jon replied. 


"Honestly, you're hopeless at times,” Tico admonished. "Hugh sent me the link to it reversed, within minutes of 


it being broadcast. Check your email, l'm forwarding it now." 
"Hugh's watching too?" Jon asked, grabbing his laptop and opening his email 


"Of course, Hugh's watching,” Tico said. "We're on a Zoom call..we still are! It's been fun. You remember fun, 


Jon? Its what you used to have..before you got old!" 

"Oooh!" Jesse crowed, punching Jon in the arm. "You got burned , Dad!" 

Jon didn't dignify that with an answer. Instead, he found Tico's forwarded email and clicked on the link A 
Twitter post popped up and an even more oddly distorted version of Richie's voice said, ".find me in the Hall of 
Fame..." 


"Well..that's a bit predictable," Jesse noted, "but | supposed it doesn't state exactly which Hall of Fame." 


Jon heard the mumble of a voice through the phone speaker and guessed Hugh was speaking to Tico. 


"That's what Hugh just said," Tico repeated so they could all hear. 
"Hi Hugh," Jesse said loudly. 


"Hey, Jesse." Jon heard his bassist's faint reply in the background as Knitting, or rather Claire as she was now 
revealed left the stage. 


"The fate of the remaining two celebrities lies in the hands of our panel Its decision time. Can you please discuss 


amongst yourself and decide who you would like to remain in the competition" 


A somewhat delayed flash of relief went through Jon when it suddenly sank in that this week he didn't have to 


worry about the panel's choice. 
"The Masked Singer the panel choose to save will go through to the semi-final..the other will be unmasked" 
"Did you spot that Jacket's gloves were fingerless?" Jesse was asking. 


"I didn't notice," Tico replied, "but Hugh did. Guess he didn't believe even our King of Swing could play that well in 


gloves." 

"OK, Rita..." 

"Yeah?" 

"Have the panel come to a decision?" 


Jon half listened to the phone conversation, whilst watching the panel's decision. If his guess was correct, then 
they would choose Fawn and Otter would be the one leaving." IFs actually kinda fun..when you arent waiting on 


tenterhooks," he thought. 

"Yes, untortunately..sad to see one of you go. Okay..the Masked Singer we would like fo save is..Fawn" 

‘Fawn you are through fo next week's semifinal," 

Jon nodded his agreement with the result. 

"Uncle Mookie's good, but not that good," Jesse was saying. "But | wonder how many people realised that." 
"Not many," Tico agreed. "Hugh only noticed cos he was watching his fingers very closely." 


"Dad?" Jesse interrupted Jon's ruminations. 


"Sorry," he said, turning his attention back to the conversation as the panel made their final guesses. "I was 


just wondering who Otter is?" 

"Take It OFF, Take It OFE." 

"Dunno, but not a professional singer,” Tico said. 

"Take It OFF, Take It OFF." 

"| didn't think you were that interested,” Jesse said. "But possibly a comedian. She's been fun to watch." 
"Take It OFF. Take It OFF" 

‘ts Daisy May Cooper!" 

"Hey, Mo got it right!" Tico commented as Mo shouted, " / got one," on the screen . 

"Who is she?" Jon asked, still watching the post-reveal interview. 

"You did not stop moving the entire time." 


"Tell me about it. OMG, Why did I put so much energy into it? Then | had to keep it up. Why couldnt | have been a 


sloth or something?" 


"According to Wiki, a British Actress, Jesse said with his eyes now glued to his phone. "She's won a BAFTA too. 
Best Female Comedy Performance in 2018." 


"You can fell you was lke a comedic actor cos youre so physical, but you're a really good singer." 
‘dd this for my daughter Pip who is a massive fan of the show..and because | needed the cash" 


"That would explain the BAFTA | saw in the clues then," Jon recalled, while the studio audience roared with 


laughter at Daisy's last, presumably untrue, comment. 

"You watched the clues for the other acts?" Tico asked incredulously. 

"| was waiting for Richie," Jon mumbled. 

On the screen now, with exhaustion and no small amount of relief on her face, Daisy was struggling not to 
laugh as she sang for the final time. At one point she apparently forgot the words and totally cracked up, 


much to the amusement of the panel and audience. For her at least the tension was over. For Richie and his 


friends..next week would only be worse. 


"So Jon," Tico's voice broke into Jon's thoughts. "Do you wanna join the Zoom call next week? 


"Maybe," he replied noncommittally, his mind still turning over the performances and events he'd just 


witnessed. 
"Come on," Tico insisted. "You know you want to..And don't try telling me you wont be watching" 


"| wouldn't dare, " Jon sighed, knowing he'd been well and truly called out. "I guess I'll leave it to you to get the 


call set up." 

"ll do that," Tico replied. "And I'll send you the invite." 

"Thanks, Teek | guess I'll talk to you, and Hugh, this time next week then 
"Definitely," Tico replied "Are you in too, Jesse?" 


"Well, I'll probably be here anyway," Jesse explained, glancing towards Jon for confirmation. “But if I'm not, then 
yes please, I'd enjoy that." 


"I think it's most likely that we'll both be here," Jon nodded. "We'll speak to you then, Teek" 
"Okay. Bye Jesse, Bye Boss. Chat soon" 


The click and then sudden silence on the line indicated that his drummer had left the call. Jon turned to Jesse 


and said, "| guess we're doing this again next week then?" 

"Yeah," the younger man agreed, "And hopefully the week after too." 

With the broadcast now finished and the screen back on the home page for ITVX, the two men stood up to 
begin clearing the room, hiding the evidence of their afternoon activities. However, before Jon had found the 
remote to kill the TV, there was a loud bang as the front door slammed closed and the sound of fast-moving 
footsteps rapidly came their way. 

"Mom?" Jesse said quietly. 

"| think so," Jon replied, rather more confused than worried. "But | wasn't expecting her to be..." 


"Jon Francis Bongiovi, what do you think you're playing at?" she snapped as she stormed into the room. 


Jon glanced at Jesse but said nothing. He knew at times like this it was better to let Dot finish whatever she 
wanted to say and wind down before trying to speak to her. 


"And you, you're no better Jesse James. Why didn't you fell me Richie was doing The Masked Singer? | had to 


hear it from some kid at the spa" 

Jon glanced at Jesse again, this time attracting Dot's attention. 

"Oh yeah, you knew. You both knew. So when were you planning to tell me? Or were you? And just what were 
the two of you really doing while we were, oh so conveniently, out of the house for the day?" she continued, 
as her gaze took in the empty wine glasses and the large screen TV still showing the ITVX logo. "You were 
watching the next episode? Weren't you?" 


"Ooops," Jon sighed. 


"Busted!" Jesse laughed. 


Chapter 4 - Unmasked 
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Take It OFF - Unmasked 


Saturday Ith February 2023 


Jon POV 


"What a diffrence a day makes," Jon found himself thinking, although in this case, it was more like fourteen 
days. The music going around in his head seemed to morph from the slow and sultry Dinah Washington 1959 
version into the Esther Phillips disco version that had been so popular during the mid-'10s. Of the two he 
thought the former was probably the better version, it had after all won a Grammy and had been inducted 
into the Grammy Hall of Fame. But whichever didn't matter. It was the contrast between the two separate 
occasions that had made him think of it. 


Two weeks ago, he had been hiding alone in his office, silently waiting for the next broadcast of The Masked 
Singer to start, tense and unsure of what to expect. Being interrupted by Jesse had been..awkward at first if 
he was honest. The two of them had agreed to keep it their little secret and to meet the next week. That had 


worked well until Dot arrived home early and caught them in the act. 


This week.he glanced around the large room that seemed to be full of life. Dot was there, of course, along 
with Jesse and his fiancee. Matt had somehow found out what was happening and invited himself along too. A 
party atmosphere prevailed, with the Hampton Water flowing freely. "A few more cents in the business and 
Jesse's bank account," he grinned to himself. Ah well, what was the point of being successful, if you couldn't 
help your kids start their adult lives? He knew Jesse would probably have made the company work on his own, 
but having his Dad's famous face involved had no doubt increased the initial speculative sales, especially among 
the female fans of the band. The ongoing success and increasing demand, however, were entirely down to 
product quality and return business. 


For all that Jon was still somewhat embarrassed to have been outed watching reality TV, even if only to his 
family and closest friends, he was glad they were here around him. From what he'd researched, this week's 
double elimination was all based on two audience votes, with the lowest scoring going out at each stage. 
Realistically Jacket Potato had only been voted through once without being in the bottom two or three and 
this week there would be no panel to save him. Jon knew the probability was high that this was the week that 
Jacket Potato would be unmasked. 


The problem was that he didn't know how he was going to react. 

Like the fans, he had no doubt that the person inside the huge silver costume was indeed his AWOL guitarist.. 
he was sure as soon as he heard him perform. The clues were just extra proof of what he already knew. Yes, 
Jacket Potato was indeed Richie Sambora and he was almost certain he would be seen unmasked in the near 
future. His heartbeat jumped at the thought. 

"Dad? Dad, did you hear what Matt said?" Jesse interrupted his thoughts. 


"Sorry no. | was thinking," he replied. 


"No, you were stressing and worrying about things you can't change," Dot spoke from behind him. "Again! Don't 
bother denying it. We know you too well,” she continued with a grin 


"Yeah," Jon sighed, turning to face her. "I guess | was." He stepped forward and folded his arms around her. 


Dot returned the hug and Jon allowed his tension to drain away in the familiar comfort of his wife's arms. She 


was right, she really did know him too well 


"Whatever happens doesn't change anything or any of your plans,’ she whispered, for his ears only. "Don't think 
too hard..Just enjoy seeing one of your oldest friends having fun!" 


"Thank you," he murmured, before turning back to the rest of the family. "Sorry, Matt. What were you 


saying?" 


"At least we know where Richie is this week," his brother said, holding up his phone. "He's just been 
photographed on the red carpet at the Brit Awards." 


"We know where he was last week too," Dot added. "Wasn't he at the Pre-Grammy Gala in Beverley Hills?" 


"Yeah, but we didn't know that when we watched the show," Jesse pointed out. "That didn't happen until after 
the broadcast. He's at the Brits right now." 


"| guess that's as good a place as any for him to hide in plain sight. But, if he is going to be unmasked tonight, 
it would make sense for him to be in the UK. You know there'll be high demand for interviews with him as 
soon as he is," Jon concluded. 

Jon heard Jesse's laptop bleep and his son moved away to where they had set up two large screens. On one 
the ITVX logo showed, along with a countdown to the broadcast start. The other was currently dark but came 
to life when Jesse opened Zoom on his laptop and joined Tico's meeting. A few moments later his drummer's 
voice was heard. 

"Hi, Jon, | see you have a few more people in this week," he laughed. 

"Hi, Teek. Yeah, just a few," Jon agreed with a grin. "It seems everyone wants to see this!" 


"Same here," Teek laughed. "I've got a house full too." 


Another window popped up on the display and, several seconds later, Hugh's unfocussed head came into view 
and mumbling could be heard, before he sat back and smiled at the screen. 


"Hey guys," he said. "Are we all ready for this?" 
"Hi, Hugh," Jon said. 


"Hey, Hugh," Tico added and waved. 


"Good to see I'm not the only one watching with a houseful," Hugh smiled. "Nice to see you this week Jesse 
rather than just hearing." 


"You too Hugh," Jesse shouted towards the screen. "Hey, look..it's about to start!" 

Jon dropped into his usual spot on the sofa with Dot beside him as the rest of his family took their own seats. 
On the screen, the broadcast started with an image of a bowling ball and flashes of all twelve acts in neon 
lights. "Not as impressive as last week's intro," he thought as the voice-over began. 

"As the competition rolls on, the nation is guessing. Who is behind the mask?" 

"Tonight its the semi-final as our five remaining Masked Singers take to the stage." 

"Jellyfish, Jacket Potato, Fawn, Phoenix and Rhino." 

"| guess that's the running order," Jesse said. "So he's on second." 

"Plus Peter Crouch joins the panel and its a double elimination." 

"At least we won't have long to wait," Matt agreed. 

"This is the Masked Singer semi-final" 


‘lust get on with it then," Jon thought, as Joel was escorted onto the stage and started his introduction 


"Hello. Welcome to the Masked Singer. We are one week away from our Grand Final, which means tonight is our 
semi-grand final." 


Jon groaned along with the rest of the room and eyed the popcorn that Dot had insisted on making along with 
other finger foods, resisting the temptation to throw a handful at the screen. He knew if he did Dot would 
ensure that he was the one clearing it up afterwards. He sighed at how old and sensible he'd become. His 
younger self wouldn't have hesitated, though he wouldn't have been the first. Back in their early days, when 
the band still hung out together, it had always been Richie who launched the first aerial missile. 


‘indeed. Five acts remain but only three can become finalists, so you've guessed it. We got a double helping of 


sweet, sweet unmasking." 

"Get on with it," Jesse spoke up, voicing Jon's previous thoughts. 

"Who doesnt love seconds? And for afters, we have these five delicious puddings. It's our panel, everybody." 
Jon groaned again as Joel moved over and introduced the panel. 


"Dish me up some TiraMOsu, its Mo Gilligan." 


"Why do | feel the need to sing the Gilligan's Island theme when they say his name," Matt commented, earning 


himself another chorus of groans or chuckles. 

"| loved that show as a kid!" Hugh added. 

"Dont trifle with this DAVlova, its Davina McCall." 

"Oh, | do like her dress," Dot murmured just loud enough to be heard. 
"We love a strawberry sORAbet, its Rita Oral" 

"Oh, and hers, too," his wife added. 


"Yes, dear," Jon replied and said a small prayer for his credit card balance. After she bought the new dresses 


he'd need to find some function or whatnot for her to wear them to. 
"Hs favourite dessert is spotted dick, its Jonathon Ross!" 

There was a small lull in conversation brought on by the host's words. 
"Um..what?l" his soon-to-be daughter-in-law sputtered. "Spotted..what?!" 


"Spotted dick is a dessert," Tico said from his little black square on the screen. "It's nice. I've had it on 


numerous occasions." 
Matt snorted in amusement, covering his face with his hand. 
"What's up with you, chuckles?" Jon asked as his brother dissolved into harder giggles. 


"| think its his gutter mind," Dot said. 


"Tico..." Matt tried to say between fits of giggles. "Ti-Tico's had dick!" he crowed, his voice strangled from 
trying to speak around his laughter. 


‘And joining the panel for one night only, its the sweet treat PETEcan pie, its Peter Crouch" 
Jon blinked at his brother. "Just how the fuck old are you?" he asked, rhetorically with a shake of his head. 
"Backhand him for me will ya, Jonny?" Tico grumbled from cyberspace. "And make it sting." 


“Alright, children ," Dot spoke up, using her mom voice. "Enough playtime, already.” 


"After each character has performed, our studio audience will vote for their favourite and the act with the 
fewest votes will be unmasked The four remaining acts will then sing again followed by a second vote and another 
unmasking at the end of the show." 


Jon nodded. That was what he was expecting after researching the previous series of the show. 


‘Remember, there are clues everywhere, especially in the clue packages, parts of which feature stunt doubles. We 


wanted stunt triples but you cant fit that many people in the costumes." 
"Oh My God," Matt commented. "I'd say dont give up your day job , but | suspect this is this day job.” 


"He's almost certainly reading a script, not writing it," Jesse replied "Honestly, | think he deserves a medal for 
keeping a straight face." 


"He doesn't need a medal," his fiancée added, "that suit is shiny enough without any added gongs.’ 

"Time for our first act now. You had me at jello..it's Jellyfish." 

On the screen, Jellyfish appeared alone at mid-stage waiting for her cue. 

"Wonder what she's gonna sing tonight," Jesse murmured as they waited for the performance to start. 
‘Shot through the heart." 

Jon froze, as did everybody else in the room, all eyes glued to the screen 

"And you're to blame. You give love a bad name." 


As if choreographed, all five of them broke into uncontrollable laughter. On the zoom meeting, Jon was vaguely 


aware of a similar reaction in both Tico and Hugh's houses. 

"Oh she didn't," Jesse gasped between guffaws. 

"| wonder if Richie knows?" Tico said, as in the TV studio, all five of the panel members were seen jumping to 
their feet followed by most of the audience. Jon smiled and couldn't help the burst of pride that swelled in his 
chest. It was nice to think that even after more than 30 years, a song that he and Richie had written 
together could still bring an audience to its feet. 


“ncredible," Mo commented. 


"| know this voice so well. | just can't get it," Rita added, before joining the rest of the panel in singing along. 


Suddenly, on the zoom screen, a new blank panel appeared alongside the two already there. A few seconds later 


a name flicked along the bottom of the panel, too small and too quickly for Jon to read. 
"Incoming, guys," Tico called. 

The dark panel came to life and there on the screen..was David. 

"I knew it!" his long-time friend said. "You're all watching it! Where was my invitation?" 
"You're here, ain'tcha?" Hugh said, rhetorically. "How could you be here without the link?" 
"| just texted T to see if he was watching," David explained. 


| sent you the link yesterday, Lema," Tico's voice rumbled. "Same time | sent all the others. Try looking harder 


next time, huh?" 
"Dad!" yelled a voice from David's square. Jon instantly recognized Gabby's voice. 
"What?!" David exclaimed, turning from the screen 

"Quit talking already. need silence to work out who this is" 

Tico muted David's square as the father and daughter argued amongst themselves. 
"Thanks, T, Jon chuckled ‘I just assumed he either forgot..or refused to join" 


"Nah," the Cuban scoffed. "He didn't see it without his glasses," he said and unmuted the square when David 
turned back to the screen. 


Meanwhile, on the screen, the panel had started making their guesses as to the identity of Jellyfish. Jon 
suspected that Jonathon and Peter were the closest with the stars of Glee. In fact, watching carefully, Jon had 
a feeling that Jonathon was pretty convinced he had it right with Amber Riley. "But not as convinced as we are 
that Jacket Potato is Richie," he thought . After the other three panellists threw almost random names into 


the mix, Joel continued his spiel. 


‘Need some help? Well, get ready ‘cause Im gonna give you a cluenundrum. An anagram will appear on the screen 
and all you have to do is unscramble the letters fo reveal the clue. Fingers on buzzer, here comes your 


cluenundrum." 


On the front of the panel's desk, eight letters appeared. 
GLEDNAPS 


"Glednaps?" Jon murmured into the silence that had fallen over the room while the occupants tried to solve 


the anagram. 


"You mean you can't figure that out?" David questioned. "It's obviously SPANGLED," he said a nanosecond 


before Jonathon Ross. 

"How the fuck." Jon swore, throwing his hands up at his friend. 

"Did you forget, Boss," Hugh jumped in, "about the jacket he wore in Cleveland?" 

There was a second of silence before various reactions, both in the room and onscreen, echoed around Jon. 
"Hey! That jacket was L/T, man!" David retorted from the screen, 

“Shhhhh!" Dot hissed beside him. 

Back on the screen, Jellyfish was speaking again 

"Water way to open the semi-final The panel loved me tonight but their guesses are all Bad Names. " 
Another chorus of groans filled the room, which Jon heard echoed on each of the other video windows. 
At last, Joel reappeared on the screen. 


"l just heard that our next performer isn’t quite ready..." 


After a few moments of silence, during which Jon had to restrain himself one more time from shouting out 


"get on with itl" there was a ping like a microwave oven 
"Dinner time! Its Jacket Potato!" 


Finally, there on the screen was Jacket Potato, in a replay of his previous performances. A loud cheer went up 


in the room despite Jon's best stink eye at the intrusion of noise. 

'h my last performance, | rocked out." 

The replay of Potato's performance was followed by the panel guesses from the previous week. 
"Erc Clapton, Elvis Costello, Vic Reeves, Captain Sensible." 

"He'll be happy being compared with Clapton," Dot commented, 


"And Elvis," Jon added. "But Captain Sensible?" he shrugged. 


"The panel never guessed the potato under this jacket." 


"Well, they're dumb, then," Jesse offered. He and Jesse were sprawled on the floor together like two little kids. 


Jon missed having his other babies around but he also recognised that they werent babies anymore. 


Steph was living with her boyfriend and working hard at her career in television production. Jon wondered idly 
if she had any inkling of what had happened in the UK with her favourite Uncle . Meanwhile, Jake was with 


Millie in some spot on the globe this week and Romy was in college. 
Standing in front of the hot food wagon they'd seen before in the clue sequences, Jacket Potato moved in slow 


motion. 


"Hey, Its the semi-final and Im still here. Yes me Jack, Jacket Potato." 

As an expectant silence descended amongst the group, Jon recognised a few of the moves that were 
intrinsically Richie. He released a small huff of breath and, for some weird reason, was feeling a little 
melancholy about it. 

The music changed to Ht The Road, Jack, and the screen showed some potatoes and squeezy bottles of what 
was supposed to be ketchup and mustard with a plastic snake draped around them. Jon let his mind wander as 
the conversation about what the clues could mean swirled around him. It was a little pointless trying to figure 
out any clues at this point when he was llO% convinced it was his friend. 


"So stick a fork in me cos Im done!" 


| could make a snarky comment about backstabbing there," David said from his corner of the screen, "but 


since l'm in a good mood," he held up his hi-ball glass in salute, "then I'll refrain for now." 
"That's very generous of you, Lema," Hugh replied with sarcasm and a benign smile. 


Jon had to grin at his conundrum of a bassist. Mild-mannered and totally unassuming to look at, Hugh had a 
witty and scathing sense of humour hiding behind the exterior when he was amongst family and friends. 


"Especially since you ain't exactly drinking Evian water with a slice of lemon there yourself," Tico added. Given 
the slightly guilty look on David's face and the amusement on both Hugh's and Matt's, he suspected that might 
be a reference to a conversation he had not been part of. 

‘Lots of cooking clues," Mo commented 


"Whats that? A thermometer," from Jonathon as 4316C flashed up on the screen 


"No brainer!" Matt groaned scathingly, shaking his head. 


"Why are they using Celsius?" Jesse-female asked Jesse-male. "Why not Fahrenheit?" 


"Coz it's an English show, babe," Jesse-male answered. "They use Celsius over there and anyway, it would be 


too easy if they put 1800F up there." 
‘See, | Told you | was one hot potato." 


Yes, you are, Jon thought to himself, steepling his fingers in front of his face as he leaned his elbows on his 


knees. 

Jacket Potato was behind a DJs desk as some generic disco-style music played, a mirror ball reflected off the gold 
gitter walls and the confetti fluttered down from above. 

"Thats because potatoes are always the perfect pairing to most dishes." 


Jon felt his wife shift in the seat beside him as the conspicuous lack of comments made the air feel heavy 
around him. 


"A pairing," Davina commented 

‘Someone in a double act maybe?" Mo added 

"And | know all about the perfect partnership," Jacket Potato resumed speaking 

It was perfect, Mookie, Jon thought. IFI never be perfect again though, he continued, thinking about his vocal 
cords, but we could make it lke those Japanese Kintsugi pots. Embrace the imperfections and hope that they make 
you stronger. 

"Tonight Im gonna give you my crispiest performance yet" 

The clues tape faded out to leave Jacket Potato standing on stage with several red-clad dancers standing along 
the back of the stage. The opening chords didn't immediately identify the track until Richie's voice began singing 
the opening lines of Love Me Again by John Newman. 

You know Wve done wrong, and my hearts gone 

Thats what devils do. 

Í took you so low, where the fools go 


The devil in you 


"Who is this person," Rita asked aloud 


“There's no mistaking that voice," Dot murmured beside him. 

If there were any comments in return, Jon didn't take any notice. 

He actually wished that he'd been alone at this moment to indulge himself in a little self-pity and self- 
flagellation at missing out on this voice for the past ten years. All because he was too stupid to see and help 
Richie when he needed him the most before he felt the only way to survive was to leave. 

"Yeah!" Davina enthused 

Now Ím rising from the ground 

Rising up fo you 

From all this strength | found 


There's nothing | cant do 


Jon swallowed hard, feeling and understanding the meaning behind the song choice. He wanted to scrub at his 


prickling eyes but didn't want to make it obvious that Richie's performance was affecting him so viscerally. 


He felt his wife shift on the seat beside him, moving inexorably closer to him. Was she feeling his distress? Or 


was she unconsciously claiming him? 


Dot knew him like the back of her hand after all these years, as did he with her, so it wasn't unexpected that 


she could almost see inside his head. 

Here we go 

| need fo know now, know now 

Did you love me again? 

| need to know now, know now 

Can you love me again? 

| need to know now (voice break) know now 
Can you love me again? 


"Fs a hard one," Mo said 


Jon wanted to scream No, its not! But then he had to remember that not everyone had had the privilege of 


hearing Richie in full, spectacular voice. 
And yes, Rich, Jon added mentally, / can still love you again..coz | never stopped But you know that, dont your | 
hope you do! And | also hope that you didnt stop loving me either, regardless of the stupid shit that seemed to 


spill out of this mouth on occasion. 


Now fm rising from the ground 

Rising up fo you 

Saving all the strength Wve found 

Nothing | cant do 

Jon could feel the end of the song approaching and shook himself mentally, returning to the here and now. 
Woah 

| need to know now, know now 

Can you love me again? 

"Sounds like Jon Bon Jovi, but he don't play the guitar," Davina said, clearly thinking out loud 
"Yeah," Mo agreed 

"The fuck?!" Jon yelped, throwing his hands wide. 

"So much for all those years of guitar lessons and hours of practice, hey bro?" Matt laughed. 
| need to know now, know now 

Can you love me again? 

| need to know now, know now 

Can you love me again 

"Amazing," Davina declared. 


On the screen, Joel walked over to meet Richie, slinging an arm briefly around his shoulder. 


‘Jacket Potato. So Good Yes, man Love it. Okay, Davina?" 


"F was amazing. You sound so gravelly. And you mentioned pairing in the clues and a partnership. And its literally 
Just come to me..Bon Jovi" 


"| think she's gonna get it," Jesse said to no one in particular. 
‘Maybe its Richie Sambora!" 

"BINGO!" Matt yelled as everyone on the call cheered and clapped. 
Back in the studio, Jonathan was disagreeing with Davina's words. 


"E its Richie Sambora thats ama..it can't be! Richie Sambora's a multi-billionaire. Hell be sitting in his private jet, on 
his private island, reading his private emails. He won't be here." 


Jon wondered briefly if he was just a bit miffed that Davina had got there first. He still suspected that 
Jonathon had been holding onto that guess to be his last-minute revelation before unmasking. "Guess he left it 
foo late," Jon thought as Jonathon gave his own wild suggestions, making the audience laugh. 

‘Ht might as well be Keith Richards. It could be Slash. It could be Jack Dee..he plays the guitar." 

"Well, that's what Im going with!" Davina insisted 

"Damn right girl," Tico laughed. "You stick to your guns..you got him!" 

"Okay, Rita. What are you thinking?" Joel was asking 

"You are a true legend under there, whoever that is." 

"Legend in his own lifetime," Matt laughed. "They all were," he added with a sideways look at Jon. 

He pulled a face at his not-so-little brother and flipped him off for good measure. 

"You keep going like this with your mouth, " Rita tapped her fingers to her lps. "Someone who's got an iconic mouth 
and has a really raspy voice. Steven Tyler. | think he can play the guitar but..you know..maybe its his partner, Joe 
Perry." 

"Well, that beats Slash anyway!" Hugh noted as Joel moved on to the next panellist. 


‘Mo. What are you thinking?" 


"l seen one of the clues was a perfect duo. | dont think youre a rockstar though" 


"Loser!" Jesse pointed at the screen and shouted, earning himself an elbow in the ribs from his future wife. 
"You got a rock star vibe about you..but | think you could be Vic Reeves." 
"Who the fuck is that?" his son exclaimed. 


"British comedian," David replied, being the self-proclaimed band expert on all things comedic. "And Jonathon is 
quite right, he can play the guitar, but nothing like Richie can" 


On the screen, the quest panellist, Peter, was now speaking. 
‘lm a big fan of this potato. Huge fan. Its nice because Ive got this one." 
"Bet you haven't," Jon heard Hugh laugh as the other panellists acted shocked and called out, "What?!" 


"The thermometer was obviously a reference to being a chef. Partnershp was the partnershp that he has with 


someone on a Sunday. It's on Sunday Brunch, with Tim Lovejoy..and it's Simon Rimmer." 
"That's worse than Vic Reeves," David commented while Joel asked the panel if they wanted another clue. 
"Okay, its time for your next cluenundrum. Fingers on buzzer." 


Once again, eight letters appeared on the front of the panel's desk. 
LLIBNOS 


Almost instantly, both Jesse and Davina shouted out in unison, "Billions!" She went on to justify her previous 


answer by averring, "This works for Richie. Billions of downloads of their songs and their music." 
"Simon Rimmer has made billions of dishes," Peter added, trying to add weight fo his guess 
‘Okay, you'll only see who's inside when we say Laters taters' Give it up for Jacket Potato." 
Another chorus of groans met Joel's latest pun. 


‘Are the panel getting hot under their Jacket with their Rockstar guesses? Who do you think's behind the mask?" 


the voiceover asked. 


"We don't think. We know!" Matt said as Jacket Potato spoke for what Jon suspected could well be the last 


time. 


‘My Pota- Toes are tingling with excitement. | wanna sing for you all again 


Although he didn't want to admit it even to himself, Jon had a feeling that, despite Davina's obvious 


enthusiasm, the studio audience would not be so enamoured with Richie's bluesy American tones. 


Not deliberately, but British audiences were used to British voices, just like American audiences would almost 
certainly subconsciously choose an American accent over a British one. With the result being determined solely 
by the audience, it was unlikely that Jacket would survive the first vote, never mind two. 


Jon found himself torn between wanting his friend to go as far as possible and wanting him to be revealed 


soon, so he could, hopefully, end the ongoing silence between them. 


Lost in his own thoughts, Jon barely noticed the inevitable ad break begin. With the volume lowered a little, 


conversations broke out between the gathered families on the zoom meeting. 


Along with everyone else, Jon watched the next three acts, almost unconsciously noting their good and bad 


points. 


Fawn, who, he agreed with most of the panel, was most likely a professional singer, sang a surprisingly good 
cover of Tomorrow . Phoenix sang You're Just Too Good To Be True with precise enunciation and diction 
suggesting that he was probably a trained actor. As for Rhino, who performed Little Bit Of Love, he too 
thought that it was another singer, but more toward the rock end of the scale than pop. He still thought that 
the likely winner would be one of Phoenix and Jellyfish, although the latter also had a noticeable American 
twang that might not fare so well with the studio audience. 


Eventually, it was time for the first vote. The five remaining acts gathered on the stage, awaiting their fate at 
the hands, or rather fingers, of the studio audience as the reminder clips played. 


"The results are in. | can reveal that, in no particular order, the masked Singers returning fo perform again are.. 


Phoenyx..Fawn..Jellyfish.. : 


‘Oh my God," Davina said, taking the unspoken words right out of Jon's mouth. He couldn't have spoken if he'd 
tried anyway as hard as he was holding his breath. 


"That means Rhino and Jacket Potato, one of you will be performing for a place in the grand final and the other 
will be unmasked..immediately,." 


Jon's heart was pounding and he sat forward, annoyed with himself for the reaction, even as he realised 


everyone else was doing exactly the same. 
"The Masked Singer keeping their place in the competition is..Rhino!" 


A chorus of groans filled the room as Joel continued his spiel. 


"Damn it!" David said, a little disgruntled. "| wanted to see what else he was gonna sing..if he had the chutzpah 


to sing one of our songs." 

"Knowing Sambora, he would have," Matt said, confidently, which was backed up by everyone else. 
"Which means Jacket Potato, you will be unmasked." 

On the screen, Richie bowed to acknowledge the audience who responded with a sympathetic, "Awwww." 
Jesse's fiancee, Jesse, who hadn't met Richie, asked, "So no one knew this was happening?" 

"| don't think so," Jesse answered, looking at the zoom screen for any indications. 

"Huh," she nodded. "I bet Steph would love to hear about the production side of things one day" 


"Good point," Dot said. "I'll have to mention it to her next time she calls. I'm sure she's got Richie's number still 


or at the very least, Ava's." 


‘Congratulations to the rest of you, youre still in with a chance of seeing next week's grand final. Well done. Head 
off down the tunnel." 


The surviving performers departed the stage, leaving Jacket Potato standing alone mid-stage with Joel 
‘Everyone, give it up for Jacket Potato." 
Richie waved with both hands as the audience cheered Once the noise level had subsided, Joel continued speaking 


"Shhh," Jon hissed, both hushing his family and simultaneously turning the volume up, barely resisting the urge 
to get up and pace the floor. 


‘lm sorry to say, your time on the Masked Singer has come to an end and in just a matter of moments, youll be 


revealing your true identity. But first, panel, who do you think it is? Mo, HI come to you first" 

"| thnk youre Vic Reeves," Mo stated firmly 

"Okay, Vic Reeves. Davina McCall?" 

"| thnk youre Riche Sambora," she replied to another round of cheers from most of the watchers. 
"Someone with some sense at last," Tico intoned, sagely. 


"Ooh, Hey, Peter Crouch?" 


said Simon Rimmer..but Im gonna go with Gino D‘Acampo." 
"Yeah, like it Rita?" 
‘lm gonna go with Joe Perry from Aerosmith" 


‘Joe Perry, good shout. Jonathan Ross? 


"I genuinely don’t know who you are. Im gonna go back fo one of my earlier guesses. | think its from The Damned | 


thnk its Captain Sensible." 

‘Like that a lot Well, there's only one way to get to the bottom of this. Potato..who's behind the mask 
"Take it off take it off take it off." 

On the screen, Jacket Potato gestured to the audience, encouraging the shouting 


“Trust Sambora to ramp up what's basically a strip tease," David chuckled. "You remember that time, those 
strippers." 


"Take it off. take it off. take it off." 
"Lemal" Jon barked with an exasperated shake of his head. "Not now! I'm listening here." 
"Take it off, take it off. take it off." 


Affer what felt Ike fifty repetitions but was probably more like fifteen, the head lifted and somewhat scruffy 


mid-brown hair was revealed 


Jon smiled fondly at the sight of that shaggy hair but also noticed the thinning of it too. Just something else 
we have in common, huh, Mookie? Jon thought to himself. Good for you for sticking with the colour though 


"Fs Richie Sambora!" 


On the other side of Peter, Rita looked frozen in shock 
"Rita, Rita, Rita," Matt groaned. "Close your mouth..please. I'm begging you.’ 


"Eww," Dot grimaced at him. "Don't be a dirty old man, Matthew." 


"Yeah, Matthew," Jesse said, mimicking his mother with a chuckle and tossing the cushion that he'd been using 
at his uncle. 


Along the bottom of the screen in bold letters appeared the words... 

Richie Sambora 

Legendary Bon Jovi Guitarist 

"Legendary?" David growled. "Why legendary? How come he gets to be called legendary and | don't?" 


"Maybe because it says guitanst, not keyboardist!" Hugh replied calmly. 


"And he's not in Bon Jovi any more, anyway," David continued. "He's the one who bailed out without warning. 
How come he still gets to use the name?" 


"That's enough," Jon spoke up, as though he was talking to his kids. "We all worked our butts off to earn that 


name. Richie included." 

‘Its not like you haven't benefited from the name while building your own reputation either, Lema," Tico added. 
‘Bon vovi..Gurtarist..Legend. Oh my God!" Joel had resumed speaking, appearing rather awestruck. 

"Wow!" was all the seemingly speechless Jonathan Ross was able to add 

Out of sight of the camera, Richie was handed his trademark hat and put it on 

‘Oh, my God!" Joel cried 

"l cant believe that its you. That is too much!" Davina exclaimed, clearly still shocked and surprised 

‘And they laughed at you," Peter added 

"I dont care about any of that..its ike Richie Sambora! | can't believe it!" Davina blurted 

Richie mimed licking his finger and touched his butt with if, declaring, "Hot Potato, Baby." 

"This outfit actually looks great on you, man," Joel said 

"Yeah," Richie replied "This is what | wear to go shopping, grocery shopping," he added with a chuckle. 

"Oh, taking the mask off has knocked his radio mic around," Matt noticed. "It's almost up his nose now." 


"There was like loads of clues," Joel continued "There was lots of lyrics. There was loads of song Titles. There was 


a target..there was like Shot through the heart. There was a 50% thing which was hke halfway there." 


"No, | think it's his hat," Jon offered. "You know what Rich is like about his hair." 
"No more than you, Boss," Hugh chuckled. 
Oh, of course," Rita was saying "Can you fell me..all those numbers, the Celsius - Fahrenheit? 


"7800 degrees Fahrenheit," Richie explained, 'may be the crappiest album name of all time, but you know what it 
is? Its the melting point of rock!" 


"Can't disagree with that," Jon shrugged. "Crap name for a crap album," he muttered. 


"You know the fans disagree with you on that one, right?!" Matt offered. "And yeah, | think you're right about 


the hat..the mic is back near his nose. l'm surprised we can't hear every breath he takes." 


Unbidden, the lyrics of The Police song flitted across Jon's mind. Every breath you take..And every move you 
make..Every bond you break..Every step you fake. be watching you. 


"Ah, that's good" The panel seemed satisfied with the answer. 

Jonathan then asked, 'Richie..another album, cos you were by a water slide, thatd be Slippery When Wet?" 
voel nodded "Yes, that's the clue." 

"That was a much better record," Richie chuffed 


"That mic is like watching the mole on Prince John's face in Robin Hood; Men In Tights," Hugh laughed. "I gotta 
tell him that when we're talking next." 


"Wait!" Jon exclaimed. "You've spoken with him recently?" 
"Yeah," his bassist shrugged. "Just last week." 

"Damn it," Jon hissed. 

"What'd | say?" Hugh frowned, 

"Nothing," he sighed. 

"You been rejected, Jonny," David commented dryly. 


"We should have done a drinking game with the number of times that microphone has moved," Jesse offered 


into the mix of conversation. "It's back down to his mouth again." 


‘I mean, you're used to singing in arenas and things," Joel started. "What was it like singing in a potato?!" 

Richie sniggered and said, "it took a little getting used to, but once | put it on now," he indicated to the now non- 
existent head, "that was it. It's a wild reality when you do this show. Its a gas. Everybody has treated me so good 
here." 

‘Ive had so much fun with you man," Joel spoke directly to Riche. 


‘Me too," Richie agreed ‘Ive had a ball man, Its been a lotta fun I figure we fooled some people, you know." 


‘Honestly, its just been a pleasure fo have such a legend on the show. Give it up for Richie Sambora everyone. 


You've been sensational." 

The crowd cheered again as Richie threw his gloves towards the exit tunnel and moved to the middle of the stage. 
voel, in his most exuberant hosting voice, said, "Singing for us one final time..unmasked at last..its Richie Sambora" 
Jon sighed deeply, feeling a little more relaxed now, and he was able to sit back and watch Richie's face as he 
sang for the last time. He looked relaxed and happy, obviously riding high on the adrenaline of performing and 
the big reveal. 


As Richie sang several more of the clues were revealed in text along the bottom of the screen 


Perfect pairing’ was a reference to Richie's successful writing partnershp with Jon Bon Jovi and Billions’ was a clue 


fo Bon Jovis tracks surpassing over a billion streams on Spotify. 


The silly names in a jar referred to the Bon Jovi hit You Give Love a Bad Name’ and the stethoscope was a hint 
to Bad Medicine’ 


Reaching the end of the song Richie finished the vocal line, then mimed the big guitar finish and Davina couldn't 


resist shouting, "Yes Richie!" 

"Thank you so much fo Richie Sambora After the break Jellyfish, Fawn, Phoenix and Rhino will sing for a place in 
the grand final.." Joel spoke as Richie made an attempt to moonwalk backwards across the stage in the huge 
costume, "and one of them will be unmasked" 

The last shot of Richie was of him saluting the panel before the picture faded to the next ad break 


"So that's it then," Hugh broke the sudden silence that Jon hadn't even noticed had fallen. "He's out" 


“Guess we can all fuck off now and do something more useful," David said grumpily, although Jon thought his 
tone lacked some of the malice he heard when Richie had been mentioned in the last few years. In fact, he 


sounded like he might actually be enjoying himself. 


"Do what you want Lema," Tico said, gerially, "but I'm gonna watch and see who goes out next. Anyone else 


wanna stay online and do that?" 
A chorus of yesses followed the request. Jon saw David shrug but, notably, not disconnect the call. 


The second half of the show seemed to pass quickly. Jellyfish went first singing David Guetta's Without You 
Jon was a little disappointed. Although good, it wasn't her best performance on the series and he suspected 
she might pay for that when the time came for the vote. Joel gave the Loudest Clue Ever, Diva, which was 
discussed briefly by the panel. 


Next up was Fawn singing Dua Lipa's Be The One. Jon decided she would almost certainly go through to the 
final, although the clue Rankin meant nothing to him, or any of the other watchers on the call. 


Phoenix's performance of Grace Kelly by Mika was another example of textbook stage and vocal technique. It 
simply cemented Jon's opinion that he was the most likely to win in the end. Frequency was Phoenix's clue and 
someone mentioned David Tenant yet again but Jon didn't catch how it correlated to him due to the rising 


noise level within the room. 


Last up was Rhino. Jon enjoyed his performance of Kings of Leon's Use Somebody but he decided it would 
probably still leave him in the bottom two. Even the clue of Zombie didn't reveal exactly who Rhino might be. 


With the performances over, it was time for the next unmasking. In unspoken agreement, all the viewers 
gathered back around their various screens as the recaps played and the audience voted, anticipating another 


big reveal. Finally, Joel took the stage again. 


"The results are in. | can reveal, in no particular order, the three singers going through to the grand final are.. 
Fawr." 


Jon silently nodded his agreement with that. 

"Phoenix!" 

Jon nodded again, satisfied that, now he wasn't so distracted by Richie's presence he'd made the right call. 
"That means that one of you will be unmasked. The third and final singer going through to the final is..its RHINO!" 
Around him, Jon heard the reactions of his family and friends, there were some cheers and a couple of light- 


hearted boos. Obviously, they each had their own favourites among the remaining characters. By the time 


some form of order had been restored, the panel were making their final guesses. 


"Jellyfish, Im sorry but your time on the show has come to an end Panel, who do you think it is? Jonathan, Hl 


come fo you first." 

think from Glee and production on the West End, Dreamgirls. | think its Amber Riley!" 
"Rita?" 

‘lm going to go Jennifer Hudson." 

"Okay. Peter?" 

‘From my favourite show, Im going to go, Lea Michelle." 

‘Okay. Davina?" 

"Alicia Dickson." 

Finally, Mo?" 

‘lm gonna go Beverley Knight." 


‘Beverley Knight. Alright, let's see if any of you are right. There's only one way to find out. Jellyfish, who's behind 
the mask. Take it off" 


Joel led the chants and, along with the rest of his family, Jon found himself joining in. 
"Take it off, take it off..." 

"Take it off, take it off." 

Slowly the mask raised and the unmasked star tumed around 

‘its Amber Riley! Star of Deamgirls and Glee." Joel announced 


On the screen, Mo just pointed and laughed, whilst Jonathon shouted, "I knew it. | knew it!" and Peter added, 'I said 
Glee." 


"You absolutely tricked me," Mo continued "Oh my gosh | said, what are you up to? She said, Im going to London | 
said what are you doing there and she goes to work on my album. Oh my gosh" 


Several of those watching broke into laughter at that. 


"| guess Richie wasn't the only one not telling his friends," Tico commented, starting another round of loud 
chatter and catcalls. Jon found himself struggling to hear the TV over the noise until a couple of words had 
him listening intently again. 


"You sang a Bon Jovi song tonight," Joel said. "And Richie Sambora's on the show. He's just been revealed" 


"Quit it!" Jon yelled. "They're talking about Richie being there." A sudden hush fell over the room and all eyes 


returned to the screen 
‘Are you serious?" Amber gasped nervously, her mouth falling open wide. 
"Hal Can you imagine how weird that must feel to her right now?" Hugh said. 


"Having lived through the weirdest show on television," Matt said, "and then to find out that you're performing 
a song and the writer of that song is another masked character? That's some dope shit, right there." 


‘Its the performer's greatest freak-out," Jon agreed, remembering the occasions when something vaguely 


similar had happened to him. 

‘Im serious," Joel said, his mouth set in a rigorous smile. 

Rita nodded and said, "Yeah." 

Amber, whose mouth hadnt closed since the news of Richie's presence, squealed, "What?!" 
"I wonder if he's watching from backstage?" Dot commented lightly. 


"Knowing Rich, yeah, if he can," Jon replied to his wife. "But whether or not he's allowed to say anything to her 
would be another matter. Like, do they have to stay hidden after the reveal, | wonder?" he asked out loud. 


"| would have thought so," Hugh said. "Effectively they must have to stay hidden until the broadcast of their 


unmasking." 
"He heard you while you were rehearsing, yeah," Joel imparted 
Amber's hands flew to her mouth "Noooo," she groaned 


"| guess they made an exception in this case," Jesse suggested, pointing at the screen, "cos Amber's reaction is 


making far too good television to be missed." 
"He sang a song from Dreamgirls, so it was really weird," Jonathan joked 


"I mean." Amber chuckled, letting her words trail off 


| have to agree, that was priceless," Tico laughed. 

‘Honestly, you've been absolutely amazing," Joel said "Give it up for Amber Riley!" 

"Thank you," Amber said amidst the roar of the audience. 

‘So incredible. What a voice," Joel decreed "Join us next week for the Grand Final Amber Riley, everyone!" 


Amber started singing again, reaching some impressively high notes but everyone on the call started to lose 


interest in the show as the credits ran 

"So who wants to watch the final next week?" Hugh asked. 

‘I'm in," Tico agreed. "It won't be the same without Jacket Potato, but it's been good to chat with you all." 
| have better things to do," David huffed. 

"So go do them," Jesse waved his hand cheekily at the screen. "Ill be here, even if Dad can't make it" 
"m in too," Jon smiled. "| wanna see if I've guessed the winner!" 

"Okay..it's a date," Tico said. 

"If everyone else is gonna be there, | guess | can make some time," David mumbled. 

"Good for you," Tico replied blandly, but with a wicked smile. 


"Great," Hugh smiled at the reluctant keyboardist. "I's my turn to set up the call, so I'll send the email. Don't 
forget to look for it this time, David. Until next week then..Bye." 


It took a few minutes for everyone to sign off and leave but eventually, there was just Jon and those in his 


own house. 
"So now what?" Jesse asked. 


"Does anyone fancy going out for an early dinner?" Matt asked. "We should be able to get a table at this time, 


even without invoking the Bon Jovi name." 
"That sounds good," Dot said, before asking the youngest couple, "Are you two in?" 


The two young lovers looked at each other, enjoying a moment of silent communication before Jesse replied for 


them both. "Yes, we'd love to..especially if Dad is paying!" 


"Jon?" Dot asked, pulling him into the conversation he'd mostly left to others. 


"Actually, | think I'd rather give it a miss," he hesitated. "I'm kinda tired and there's a couple of things | need to 
get done. But please, the rest of you, go enjoy yourselves." 


"Are you sure?" Matt asked, concern in his voice. 

"Yeah," Jon nodded a little more resolutely. "You know that once news of all this reaches the US press they're 
gonna be after me for a statement. | really don't want to deal with that this evening. You go and I'll stay here 
and tidy up," he indicated the detritus of their afternoon viewing. 

"You could also use the time to write a statement ready for the inevitable questions," Matt noted, 

"That was kinda the idea," Jon acknowledged. 


"If you're certain?" Dot queried one last time, obviously wanting to go herself, but worried about leaving Jon. 


"lm certain," he smiled and kissed her. "And I'll be fine. Go on..get out of here and let me get on with the jobs 


uninterrupted." 
"Okay, | guess I'll see you later,” she smiled back before standing and leading the way out of the room. 


The others quickly followed, Jesse bemoaning the requirement to pay for dinner until Dot pointed out that she 
had Jon's credit card. 


Matt was the last to leave. He stood in the doorway and looked back at Jon before saying softly, "That 
statement, Jon..Something well thought out and carefully worded. Eh?" 


Jon nodded, acknowledging his brother's real meaning silently. He didn't want to risk the still fragile peace 
between himself and Richie by running off at the mouth and saying something stupid; especially not with so 
many plans pending for the year ahead. 


Matt just blinked in return and then disappeared, leaving Jon sitting alone in his favourite seat. Lifting one foot 
he pushed an empty snack bowl along the coffee table with his toe, before bringing both feet up to rest on 
the polished wood. He could almost hear Dot's horrified reaction, but he couldn't find the will to care. He'd 
already volunteered to clean up after the impromptu party and he'd be sure to wipe the table clean of 


evidence..later. 


Right now he sat back and relaxed, simply enjoying the solitude. Allowing his mind to wander, he considered the 
events of the last two weeks. 


His friend had performed brilliantly. Indeed that last unmasked performance had been as good as any he'd seen.. 
and yes he had looked. In recent years, YouTube had become both Jon's friend and enemy. Friend because that 
was how he had kept in touch with what Richie was doing, lapping up every live performance that was posted, 
no matter how small the venue or poor the recording quality. Enemy because, well, he had not enjoyed 


watching himself and reading the inevitable comparisons with his early career. 


Throughout his Masked Singer performances, Richie had been on a high, and not one of the chemically induced 
kind. Although that final unmasked performance, where he could see his missing partner's facial expressions, 
had been a highlight, he thought he liked the previous week's performance better. Richie never looked as happy 
as he did with a guitar in hand. 


It would always be Jon's biggest regret that he had been unable, or if he was being honest, unwilling, to 
understand what Richie had needed from him, when to offer his friend support, and when to just back off. 
Clearly, he'd got the balance wrong and Richie had been forced to take that option away. On occasion, Jon 
wished he could have made better choices, but his sometimes troubled guitarist hadn't come with a handy 


manual, Care and Feeding of your Sambora 


A fond but still slightly sad smile passed over Jon's face. He'd been rather irritated when he'd heard that 
Richie had spoken to Hugh when he'd obviously been avoiding speaking to him, but if he was honest he could 
understand why. Hugh would have totally ignored the elephant in the room and asked no questions, whereas he 
would have felt compelled to ask..even knowing that Richie couldn't and wouldn't answer. Damn it all though..he 


missed their infrequent conversations. 

Jon's self-indulgent pity party and ruminations were interrupted by the shrill sound of his cell phone. Annoyed 
that he hadn't thought to put it on silent, but unable to just ignore it, he angrily snatched the offensive device 
up and saw that the incoming call was an unidentified international call from the UK. Frustrated by the 
uninvited disruption to his peace, and assuming that it would be some random member of the UK press looking 


for an interview, he swiped aggressively at the reject button.only to miss and inadvertently accept the call. 


"Fuck," he swore under his breath as he lifted the phone to his ear and unceremoniously growled, "Yeah, 
what?" 


"And here | thought you might be pleased to hear from me," a laughing voice replied. 
"Richie!" 


~~ The End~~ 


